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Abstract
This study investigates whether the Toronto Zoo is effective at (informally) educating
summer visitors about issues pertaining to primate and environmental conservation. To
assess this effectiveness, a mixed-methodological approach was employed combining
standard anthropological approaches, including semi-structured interviews and observation,
with the multi-disciplinary practices of visitor-studies. Analysis of the data indicates that
Zoo-goers fail to connect with educational materials around two primate enclosures, in large
part, due to visitor entertainment motivations. A hypothesis is offered that within the Zoo
environment are contesting, disjunctive discourses that further undermine its educational
goals. The main conclusion drawn is that it will be difficult for the Zoo to increase
engagement of zoo-goers, and the Zoo’s impact on them, in matters relating to the primate
and environmental conservation. Only by recognizing, and challenging, the presence of
combative discourses can both the Zoo and the zoo-going public begin to transition towards
greater engagement in conservation issues.

Keywords
Toronto Zoo; Zoo Studies; Visitor Studies; Primate Conservation; Gorilla; Pongo;
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Chapter 1

1

Introduction

Zoological institutions create one of the largest global networks for conservation, with
the opportunity to influence a diverse demographic of over 700 million visitors yearly
(WAZA, 2011). High attendance rates in developed countries indicate these visitors are
predominantly urbanites that have little contact with the natural world. It has been argued
(Miller et al., 2003; Rabb, 1994) that zoos are thus ideal locations to educate visitors
about the world’s ecosystems - and the issues that threaten their existence - as it is within
these institutions that urban dwellers encounter exotic fauna for the first, and perhaps
only, time. Live animals have a profound ability to garner public attention; therefore,
zoos are thought to have a unique opportunity to help establish links between the visitor
and nature and aid in fostering an understanding that humans do not stand separate from
the natural world (Gold, 1997; West and Dickie, 2007).
Over the past few decades, zoological institutions have re-cast themselves as
conservation centres, in response to the public unease with captivity, concern over
endangered species and the environment, and pressure to fulfill roles such as those
outlined above. These changes have been criticized as being largely aesthetic and not
representative of a more systematic overhaul of the zoological institution (Carr and
Cohen, 2011; Conway, 2003; Holtorf & Ortman, 2008). Thus, the actual effectiveness of
this re-design (defined here as the institution’s ability to educate and motivate visitors to
participate in conservation action) remains unknown despite various scholarly attempts to
measure its success. This study addresses whether informal educational programming at
the Toronto Zoo, surrounding the western lowland gorilla (Gorilla gorilla gorilla) and
the Sumatran orangutan (Pongo abelii) enclosures1, effectively educates visitors2 about

1
2

Both species are listed as ‘Critically Endangered’ by the IUCN (2012).

As the three-month study was conducted over the summer season (June, July and August)
visitors were largely self-guided individuals or groups (i.e., there was an absence of program or
tour groups). Thus, it is important to note that the conclusions presented in this thesis are largely
confined to the zoo’s ability to educate this section of their audience.

2

primate conservation and environmental issues and aids in the establishment of links
between the visitor and the natural world. To assess the institution’s effectiveness, a
mixed-methods approach was employed, combining standard anthropological
approaches, including semi-structured interviews and observation, with the multidisciplinary approaches of visitor-studies.
The research objectives of this thesis project are three-fold. First, this study
provides a synthesis of current zoo literature regarding the evolution of the institution,
both internationally and the Toronto Zoo specifically, and its modern organizational
characteristics. Secondly, the thesis aims to bridge the gap between a) field primatologists
and conservation-related areas such as education and program development and, b)
theoretical and philosophical discussions regarding the zoo environment and site-specific
quantitative analyses of visitor behaviour. Lastly, the forthcoming discussion aspires to
contribute to the growing body of literature surrounding conservation and the best
practices for inspiring local, individual action. These objectives will be met by addressing
the following key research questions using mixed methodology:
1) Are Toronto Zoo summer visitors receptive to the informal educational programming
that surrounds the two great ape enclosures at the Toronto Zoo?
2) What processes hinder the transmission of conservation education messaging and how
might such obstacles be overcome so as to increase zoo-based learning?
3) Does the Toronto Zoo – and by extension other North American zoological institutions
– overstate their commitment to educating the zoo-going public about animal
conservation and environmental issues?
Answering these questions will contribute to the on-going discussion within the
zoo-based literature, regarding the role of zoos in both animal and environmental
conservation efforts. Surprisingly, zoos have not received a great deal of anthropological
attention to date. By turning the anthropological gaze on the topic, we may facilitate a
holistic, bio-cultural discussion, one that has eluded the studies conducted to date (Davey,
2006). The resulting discussion will, however, also contribute to current anthropological

3

conversations surrounding nature-society relations, the human-animal interface, multispecies ethnographies, and issues in primate conservation.
This chapter has defined the problem and objectives of the thesis. Chapter 2
provides a synopsis of the evolution of the zoological garden, its modern structure, and an
overview of the existing zoo-based literature. Chapter 3 introduces the research site,
offering a brief overview of the Toronto Zoo’s history and current organization. In
Chapter 4 the project’s methodology is stated and explored. Chapter 5 presents the results
from quantitative investigations. Analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data is
offered in Chapter 6. In Chapter 7 an interpretation of the exhibited trends is presented.
The major conclusions of the study are summarized in Chapter 8.	
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Chapter 2

2

The Zoological Garden, A History

2.1 The Zoological Garden
Perhaps it is useful to first begin with a definition of what is meant by “zoo” as the term
has been applied to a number of different animal collections and social settings (i.e., “it’s
a zoo in here”). For example, the United States Department of Agriculture has distributed
over 1,700 animal exhibit permits3. These collections “range from shopping mall petting
zoos to non-for-profit public institutions with large scientific and teaching staffs and
several thousand animals” (Conway, 1995:2). Of these, 223 institutions are accredited by
the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA), an association whose vision is to inspire
people to “respect, value and conserve wildlife and wild places” as a result of the work of
accredited zoos and aquariums (AZA, 2012a). In other words, they make animal and
environmental conservation and education their highest priorities. Institutions such as
these are referenced here through use of the term “zoo”.
As the definition above is inherently linked to the mission and vision of the AZA,
we can rightly assume that – by extension – such institutions are also committed to the
ideals of conservation education. An emphasis on such ideals
… has clearly come to the fore as the paramount justification for the maintenance of
captive populations of wild animals… The philosophy of the core zoos is that they must
behave and structure themselves in such a way that they are perceived as part of the
global movement of concern for the environment and the maintenance of biodiversity
(Mullan & Marvin, 1999:xii).

3

This number originates from a 1995 paper by William Conway published in Ethics on the Ark:
Zoos, animal welfare, and wildlife conservation. An updated statistic was not found but we may
assume that the number of distributed permits has only grown. Furthermore, the American
statistic is used here in place of a Canadian because such a number is not easily procured as the
distribution of such permits is only lightly regulated within Ontario; in fact, it remains the only
province yet to licence the keeping of exotic wildlife (WSPA, 2011).

5

This positioning is strikingly divergent from the institution’s origins, which date back to
around 2500 B.C.; animal collection at this time was representative of power, royalty,
domination, and wealth (Holtorf, 2008; Robinson, 1996). Gustave Liosel, in his work
Historie des ménageries de l’antiquté à nos jous (as cited in Veltre, 1996), divided the
evolution of the zoological garden into five distinct periods – each coinciding with
important intellectual, political, economic, and societal changes in the West.
1. The Prehistoric Period: Archaeological evidence suggests that prior to the
development of systematic agriculture in the early Neolithic era nomadic peoples
captured, and held captive, young wild animals not intended for consumption (Veltre,
1996; Zeuner, 1963). Likely used as objects of play or killed for body parts, which parts
may have been used as elements of costume or decoration, their collection would also
carry an element of status. Loisel speculated that this practice may have given rise to the
paradeisos after the development of permanent settlements and the rise of agriculture
(Veltre, 1996).
2. Period of the Paradeisos: The Persian word paradeisos refers to a large, walled
park or garden where animals were contained for the exclusive enjoyment of the
monarchy. The earliest record of paradeisos is in China (established in, approximately,
1150 B.C. by Emperor Wen Wang), but they also appear in the archaeological record in
the Assyrian and Babylonian empires, and later in the Egyptian dynasties (Veltre, 1996;
Zeuner, 1963). The walled, royal “paradise” – modeled after the mystical Garden of Eden
– was alive in the West until the fall of the Roman Empire, but survived in China into the
nineteenth century (Veltre, 1996).
3. Period of the Menagerie: The word menagerie is used by Loisel to refer to a set
of cages used to confine exotic animals that generally have been grouped by general class
or family. The menageries of the Middle Ages were not an attempt to create a private
Gardens of Eden, unlike the earlier paradeisos, and were little more than a “trophy room”
of living creatures – considered a reflection of the ruler’s power and size of their empire
(Veltre, 1996).
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4. Period of the Classical Zoo: The spirit of Post-Revolutionary France (1789)
inspired the establishment of a type of zoo dedicated to public education and
entertainment, stimulating a proliferation of these new institutions throughout the
nineteenth century: London (1828), Amsterdam (1839), Berlin (1844), Antwerp (1843),
Philadelphia (1874), and more. Though these institutions stated a mission dedicated to
education, not much had markedly changed from their menagerie-type predecessors – this
included an adherence to the exhibition strategies of earlier periods, primarily barren,
barred enclosures emphasizing the size and ferociousness of the animals. What had
changed, however, was access – the parks, opened to the public for the first time, became
a great source of civic pride (Veltre, 1996).
Throughout the classical period there was a proliferation of expeditions into “the
wild” with the goal of collecting an assortment of live specimens for display; among the
most heavily sought after animals were primates (Wallis, 1997). Early collectors utilized
a variety of techniques to capture these species, such as, “tricking the animal into a trap…
capturing infants and juveniles by first killing the mothers and other adults” (Wallis,
1997:1). The long-term consequences of removing individuals from their social group
were not considered (now well-understood to have complex effects on group dynamics).
Many of the captured individuals did not survive long enough to reach their intended
destination. The few that did,
…lived only a short time in captivity due to a lack of expertise in animal husbandry.
In fact, due to poor knowledge of health care and diet (said to include beer for apes),
many primates imported… died while in quarantine or very soon after being displayed
(Wallis, 1997:5).

5. Period of the Modern Zoological Park: About a century following the advent of
the classical zoo, a major reform in exhibition was ushered in by architect and animal
dealer Carl Hagenbeck (Veltre, 1996). In 1907 Hagenbeck designed and constructed the
first zoo that displayed animals in naturalistic environments, de-emphasizing the barrier
separating viewers from the viewed by implementing moat barriers instead of bars (Gold,
1997; Hagenbeck, 1910). Today, the ‘Hagenbeck model’ is the dominant form of
exhibition in modern zoological institutions.
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In the 1970s, immersive exhibits and indoor tropical houses became popular
within North American zoos (Gold, 1997). Immersive exhibits attempt to replicate the
animal’s natural environment and create the illusion that there are no barriers between the
viewer and the animal. The intent here is to inspire a sense of awe and create an
emotional connection between the viewer, the animal, and the wild (ibid). In conjunction
with this shift in display techniques was a hyper-emphasis on the twin roles of zoos as
education and conservation leaders. The stress on such ideologies seeks to justify the
existence of the zoo to both an educated and, relatively, concerned public and to its critics
(which were particularly strong in the 1970s as animal rights discourses were particularly
prominent) (Mullan & Marvin, 1999; Holtorf, 2008).
These enclosures, however, can often be drastically divergent from the animal’s
true natural environment. Such divergences usually result from concerns over visibility or
engineering obstacles, the latter referencing the fact that much of an enclosure is humanmade (including ‘vegetation’ – that which is not artificial is often fenced off from the
animal). There is another element of deception involved in the creation of these
immersive, naturalistic-type enclosures and it is a deception to which we are frequently
exposed on television or in the movies: the deception of on-stage versus off-stage. In film
the glitz and glam are on-stage features that cease the moment someone yells cut. The
zoo “stage” is not unlike this – the animals are released into their naturalistic exhibits in
the morning when the first visitors have arrived and at end of day they leave their onstage “set” and return to their relatively barren, caged holding areas off-stage, where they
are kept overnight (Mullan & Marvin, 1999).
The shift in zoo architecture reflects of the relatively recent humanistic discourses
pervading much of Europe and North America. Barred enclosures have been objected to
not only on the grounds of morality and animal welfare but also, and perhaps most
importantly, because of the unsettling experience of viewing animals in such conditions.
In other words, the cages are more of a problem for the visitor than they are for the

8

animal because it creates a disturbing image of captivity or imprisonment (Mullan &
Marvin, 1999)4.
Architectural design – both in and outside of the zoo environment – is a social
process, the architects themselves shaped by an intricate web of “aesthetic, technical,
social, cultural and historical forces” (Mullan & Marvin, 1999:52). Because zoos must
cater to the expectations of their visitors, the designs are also a reflection of popular
social discourses concerning nature, animals, captivity, and so on and so forth. Therefore,
what we see depicted in the evolution of zoo architecture is the evolution of the
relationship of humans with the wild – an evolution from mastery and domination
towards concern and passivity. I use the word “passivity” because despite the concern
expressed by the zoo-going public for the plight of animals, both in captivity and in the
wild, relatively little action has been taken to rectify or halt the processes that endanger
them. The shift can thus be considered a result of increased awareness of captive and wild
conditions and a sense of discomfort with both. The enclosures and exhibits at modern
zoos generally disguise the lived realities of many species and, in turn, make a trip to the
zoo a more enjoyable and entertaining family outing.
Zoos are “microcosms of the worlds from which they originate and in which they are being used.
They are environments first and foremost built for people and they correspond to changing
human values and preferences” (Holtorf, 2008:5).

2.2 AZA (Association of Zoos and Aquariums)
The evolution of the zoo, from entertainment and collection-based institutions towards
organizations whose focus is on education and conservation, is also linked to the

4

Immersive, naturalistic enclosures are usually first built for animals with higher exhibition value
(i.e., they attract the most visitors and are generally large, charismatic species such as: great apes,
polar bears, lions, tigers etc). In other words, there are some animals visitors are unwilling to see
in “inhumane” conditions but other species are considered more appropriate for small-scaled
enclosures (these species are often rodents or amphibians). The justification for building large,
attractive exhibits first for species with high exhibition value is the cost of doing so. It makes
little sense in the capitalist climate to pour money into exhibits with little to no traction. The cost
of building such enclosures also means that these sorts of displays are largely located in wealthier
nations.
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development of a particular nonprofit organization, earlier introduced, the Association of
Zoos & Aquariums (AZA). The AZA is arguably the most prominent interest group,
amongst many, that along with governmental forces has been driving the change we have
seen in zoos over the past fifty to sixty years (Donahue and Trump, 2006).
The AZA has a relatively long history. It was created in 1924 (then known as the
American Association of Zoological Parks and Aquariums [AAZPA]) as a branch of the
American Institute of Park Executives and acted as a professional association
representing zoos and aquariums. It remained an arm of the American Institute of Park
Executives until 1966, at which time it became affiliated with the National Recreation
and Park Association (NRPA). In the years that followed, AAZPA members became
increasingly dissatisfied with the NRPA’s legislative and professional services and so, in
1972, an independent organization was established with nine zoo directors putting up
twenty-five dollars a piece to create the AAZPA’s initial treasury. This small group of
directors (and their successors) from major zoos across America guided the AAZPA
through the 1960s and 1970s, a particularly turbulent political period, working to
establish a conservation and animal welfare-minded identity for zoos that has been
subsequently reinforced in the succeeding decades (Donahue & Trump, 2006).
The 1960s in America is well known as a time of radical social and political
movements. Habitat destruction and commercial exploitation of the environment were
becoming increasingly wide spread and public awareness was also heightened. The
AAZPA leaders believed that zoos could do something to help stem the international
conservation crisis; but, “by the end of the decade these same leaders stood in shock as it
became clear that some Americans perceived zoos as part of the problem, not the
solution" (Donahue and Trump, 2006:11).
Though members of the AAZPA and other zoo professionals continued to pursue
a conservation agenda throughout the 1960s, they found themselves – and the institutions
they represented – consistently thwarted by the animal welfare movement. Before this
period, zoos had largely fallen outside of the federal system and were subject to only a
few state and local laws; but, by the early 1970s zoological institutions were drawn into
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the realm of politics as the animal rights movement urged state and federal governments
to become involved in the regulation of such institutions. The petition of the animal rights
movement failed largely because the AAZPA “had a core group of politically adept
members who successfully lobbied members of Congress and regulators to shape zoo
legislation and regulation to their own benefit” (Donahue and Trump, 2006:177). This
core group learned how to negotiate the political system – not only by meeting with
bureaucrats but also by appealing to the role of the zoo as saviour (the Noah’s Ark
defense5) – but to appease their critics and exempt zoos from further regulations, they had
to create and implement an accreditation program, formally launched in 1974 (Donahue
and Trump, 2006; AZA, 2012b).
In the early 1980s, the AAZPA announced that it would be formally
implementing Species Survival Plans (SSPs). Such plans are designed to help preserve
disappearing animals in the wild by maintaining their captive populations, with the
potential for re-release. SSPs are binding for all AAZPA member institutions and control
the breeding for each species listed. Centralized breeding initiatives became the
AAZPA’s flagship conservation program throughout the 1980s (and arguably to this day)
with forty-six species receiving SSPs by 19886. Not only did the establishment of this
program answer to criticisms lobbied by animal rights groups by providing them with a
respectable purpose but also solved the problem of the diminishing availability of wild
animals (Donahue & Trump, 2006). In other words, zoos became self-sustaining, no
longer looking to the wild for new specimens to put on display7.
In 1994, the AAZPA renamed itself the American Association of Zoos and
Aquariums (AZA) (Donahue & Trump, 2006). More recently, the name was revised to

5

This argument was used – and still is to this day – to justify the existence of zoos, as a “lifeboat” for endangered animals suffering from increased anthropogenic pressures. The zoo, as the
argument goes, stands in the way of species extinction by offering refuge to threatened animals.
6
7

There are now 303 Species Survival Plans and an additional 234 Studbooks (AZA, 2012b).

Unfortunately, SSPs have not worked exactly as planned. Not only are successful reintroduction rates incredibly low but these breeding plans have created a surplus of animals for
which they have no available space and much controversy has surrounded possible methods
(namely euthanasia) to deal with the problem (Donahue and Trump, 2006).
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reflect the transnational nature of the organization by dropping ‘American’ from its
moniker. Today the AZA is comprised of 222 accredited zoos and aquariums in seven
different countries and spends $160 million yearly in support of conservation programs
(AZA, 2011)8. These zoos and aquariums house over six thousand species (or 751,931
individual animals), one thousand of which are classified by the International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) as endangered or threatened. The organization’s current
mission is to provide,
…its members the services, high standards and best practices needed to be leaders and
innovators in animal care, wildlife conservation and science, conservation
education, the guest experience, and community engagement (AZA, 2012a).

To achieve this mission, their five-year strategic plan outlines four main action items:
caring for wildlife and wild places; educating and engaging public, professional and
government audiences; serving and increasing membership; and developing a robust and
sustainable economic model (AZA, 2012a).
It is necessary to highlight here, for emphasis, how the above discussion
illustrates the depth to which zoos are enmeshed in the political and social system of the
country in which they are located. Changes to the face of the zoo (how animals are
displayed, stated mission et cetera) are a reflection of evolving social ideologies about
our relationship with nature and animals, and this continues to shape the regulation (both
legal and non-governmental) of such institutions. As the public and special interest
groups began to express their discomfort with the structure of the zoo in the 1960s and
1970s, the AZA began to modify member operations to match their expectations and
desires. What is left to be investigated is whether the institutional changes are reflective a
deep commitment to the ideologies of conservation and education or, rather, do
discrepancies exist between the zoos’ formal goals and their actual performance.

8

213 in the U.S., 4 in Canada (the Toronto Zoo is not included here), 2 in Mexico, and Argentina,
the Bahamas, Bermuda and Hong Kong each have one accredited institution (AZA, 2011).
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2.3 Literature Review
To date, research within the realm of visitor / zoo-studies9 has predominantly been aimed
at investigating the relationship between entertainment and education within the zoo
environment. These studies have looked to answer important questions regarding whether
the two discourses overlap with ease or suffer disjuncture. Such questions are significant
as the majority of individuals visiting these zoos are in pursuit of entertainment and a fun
family outing. Substantial difficulties then exist between balancing the ‘entertainment’
elements that attract visitors in the first place with the stated aim of educational
programming (Sterling et al. 2007; Woods, 2002). If visitors are receptive to the learning
opportunities provided by the zoo, such programs must “fit within their goals for
enjoyment” (Clayton et al., 2009, p. 393).
The divergence between the primary attendance motivator for the visitor
(entertainment) and the self-proclaimed goals of the institution (education and
conservation) has resulted in the execution of a number of academic studies investigating
exactly how well zoos are striking a balance between the two. Research has also aimed at
investigating whether an institution’s commitment to the latter is reflected in its structure
and programming or whether it is merely a projected image. Analysis of zoo mission
statements and the images projected on institutional web pages have shown that while
both articulate clear themes of education and conservation, no actionable items are
provided to which the public, or other parties with vested interests, might hold them
accountable (Patrick et. al, 2007; Carr & Cohen, 2011). This could indicate that the
relatively new commitment to education and conservation ideologies may only be surface
deep and therefore explicit details regarding how they are achieved may be unavailable.

9

‘Visitor Studies’ (used synonymously here with zoo-studies) entails the inter-disciplinary
analysis of visitors in an attempt to: understand how zoo-goers interact with this space and the
animals; identify visitor needs; aid in the development of appealing exhibits; promote use of
exhibit areas and interactives; attract a diverse audience; maximize take-aways for the audience;
and investigate the visiting demographic (Davey, 2006).
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While online messaging and mission statements are certainly important in the
study of zoos, the most revealing studies regarding the educational impact of zoos are
studies that take place within the institutions themselves. One of the most extensive zoobased studies to date was conducted at the ZSL London Zoo, in evaluation of their formal
learning program (Jensen, 2011). The research aimed at determining the impact of
educational presentations and unguided school zoo visits (still led by a teacher and/or
parent), assessing the child and youth development of new knowledge and
understandings of zoos, science, and conservation. A strong increase in knowledge and
scientific learning about conservation, animals and their habitats was evident after an
officer-led zoo visit – almost double that of self-guided visits. Jensen (2011)
demonstrates that the experience of viewing live exotic animals during a guided visit,
supplemented with educational programming, can have powerful impact on the child and
adolescent visitor. Guided visits with supplementary educational programming is,
however, a very particular way of experiencing the zoo and not the most prevalent at that.
Perhaps the most frequently cited zoo study was one conducted by Falk et al. in
2007. The authors hold that their research confirms that AZA-accredited zoos and
aquariums do have a measurable positive impact on adult visitors’ conservation attitudes
and that long-term knowledge retention is evident. They argued that seven to eleven
months after a zoo visit, sixty-one percent of individuals were able to discuss what they
had learnt and thirty-five percent said that the visit had reinforced their beliefs about
conservation (Falk et al. 2007). The latter conclusion is premature as only eighty-four out
of four-hundred and eighty-eight participants contacted completed the telephone call or
email follow-up. The study as a whole has been heavily criticized by Marino et al. (2010)
for methodological weakness, which, they argue, undermines the validity of any
conclusions reached. Jensen (2011) has also criticized this study for excluding key
demographics: children and adolescents. (In turn, Jensen’s 2011 study can be criticized
for focusing only on children and adolescents). My own skepticism of the Falk et al.
(2007) study results stems from it being a copyright of the AZA, published by them, and
heavily influenced by the AZA Conservation Education Committee. Quite obviously, the
organization has a vested interest in published results made available to the public.
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Despite these various criticisms, the study remains an important baseline for future zoobased research.
Other site-specific research projects reveal the positive influence a zoo can have
on visitor conservation values. Wagner et al. (2009) argue that the Philadelphia Zoo was
most successful in providing a satisfying viewing experience facilitated by accessible
information and informative staff. Through comparison of “pre and post-test scores in
five outcome factors (conservation motivation, conservation knowledge, proconservation consumer skills, conservation attitudes/values, readiness to take
conservation action)… the greatest gains were found in conservation knowledge and
conservation motivation” (ibid, p. 473). A zoo visit was also found to foster a positive
emotional experience due to the ability of live animals to inspire conversations that
explore the connection between humans and the animal being observed (Clayton et al.,
2009).
Contrary to the conclusions reached in the studies discussed above, other works
have been unable to distinguish any measurable shift in visitor values. For example,
Balmford et al. (2007), while supporting the notion that zoos have great potential to both
educate and inspire their visitors, argue that there is limited attention paid to conservation
education in some UK zoos. In collaboration with the Zoo Measures Working Group of
the British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums (BIAZA), Balmford et al.
(2007) devised a questionnaire to measure whether informal education techniques aimed
at conservation are successful amongst adult visitors. The questionnaires were distributed
at five zoos, one wildlife garden, and a wetland centre all located in England. They found
very little evidence that a single zoo visit had any measurable effect on adults’
conservation knowledge. Similar conclusions were made by Reading and Miller (2007)
after being unable to determine whether a visit to the Denver Zoo resulted a significant
‘value’ (defined by the authors as the preferred mode of behaving or existing) shift.
To date, zoo-studies have drawn mixed conclusions regarding the impact of zoobased conservation education programs. This may be a result of the nature of the zoo as a
field site. Researchers are generally limited to a single interaction (if that – some studies
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operate on observations alone) with a zoo visitor and thus are often unable to determine
much about the individual – such as: level of income, level of education, career etc. – nor
evaluate their knowledge about, and interest in, the animals on display. The mixed
conclusions may also derive from divergences between zoos and their visiting public.
Lastly, the motivation of the researcher has the potential to influence their perception of
the zoo environment and what is occurring there (see AZA copyright of Falk et al. (2007)
study above).
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Chapter 3

3

The Fieldsite

3.1 The Toronto Zoo – An Introduction
On August 15 1974, the Toronto Zoo opened its gates to the public for the first time. The
city-owned institution displayed an assortment of exotic fauna (such as gorillas,
orangutans, elephants) divided by zoogeographic region: Indo-Malaya, Africa, the
Americas, Australasia, Eurasia, Canadian Domain, and the Tundra Trek. Today, the Zoo
occupies 719 acres of the Rouge Valley Park system – making it the second largest zoo in
North America – and is home to over 500 species (or 5,000 individual animals) with
approximately 300 enclosures to lodge them (Toronto Zoo, 2012c). In its first year this
anchor attraction of the Toronto region saw over 400,000 visitors (in a four and a half
month span), soaring to over a million the following year and holding relatively steady
for the next 38 years (H. House, personal communication, October 8, 2012).
The Toronto Zoo is a significant employer in city’s North-East division, providing
jobs for 268 permanent full-time staff, 330 part-time or seasonal staff, and over 200
dedicated volunteers (City of Toronto, 2011; Toronto Zoo, 2012c). As the institution is
owned by the city, operations receive a stipend from the municipal government, $11.1
million for 2012 (Toronto Zoo, 2012c). This stipend is less than a quarter of the total
operational budget, which was projected to reach $46.6 million in 2012, and accounts for
the gap between revenue (estimated at $34.8 million for 2012) and expenditure (City of
Toronto, 2012). The city continues to reduce their financial support – in 1990 the stipend
accounted for 52.4% of the $19.1 million operational budget and now the $11.1 million
accounts for only 24% of yearly cost. Despite continued reductions, the city continues to
approve budgets, appoint individuals to the Zoo board, and make major institutional
decisions (that can – in some instances – override the wishes of the board) (Toronto Zoo,
2012c).
The reduction of the city’s investment is, however, in keeping with the
institutional vision of creating an independent organization distinct from the municipal
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government. Such a move would align the Toronto Zoo with other major North American
institutions who have undergone the shift from a city-managed governance to a private
not-for-profit (Toronto Zoo, 2012c). These include, but are not limited to: Calgary Zoo,
Dallas Zoo, Denver Zoo, Detroit Zoo, Houston Zoo, Tulsa Zoo, and Seattle’s Woodland
Park Zoo. In fact, nearly 76% of AZA-accredited institutions are independently managed
– though ownership and continued financial support is still required from the public
sector (Toronto Zoo, 2012c). The new governance model comes recommended by two
consulting firms – Mansfield Communications and Schultz and Williams – who were
hired by the Toronto Zoo to help optimize operations. The proposed new structure of
governance – run by an independent Board of Directors – will allow for the development
of “plans and partnerships needed to maintain and enhance the Zoo’s position as a world
class conservation, education and tourism destination” (Toronto Zoo, 2012c:3).
Regardless of the governing structure, the mission10 of the Toronto Zoo is – and
will likely continue to be – to provide visitors with “a dynamic and exciting action centre
that inspires people to love, respect and protect wildlife and wild spaces” (City of
Toronto, 2011). The reason the mission statement of the Toronto Zoo is unlikely to
change with possible governance shifts is due to the fact these statements are regulated by
the AZA11 and are linked to a wider ‘zoo mission statement genre’ that is characterized
by a commitment to the ideologies of conservation, education, and entertainment (Farrell,
2012). The ways in which the Zoo will work to achieve its mission were outlined in the
2009-2014 strategic plan (these steps are also posted in the Indo-Malaya Pavilion):
i) Nurture a culture of best practice, passion and commitment.
ii) Protect wildlife populations and the places that sustain them by demonstrating
environmental leadership through model conservation programs and partnerships.

10

Mission statements act primarily as “carriers of ideologies and institutional cultures” (Swales
and Rogers 1995:223). In other words, they are written declarations that are expected to say
something about the given institutions values, philosophy, vision, their audience, policies, ethics,
goals, and strategies of the organization (Patrick et al. 2007; Morphew & Hartley 2006; Davis et
al. 2007). However, mission statements can be vague or unrealistic, ultimately failing to follow
through on the commitments made.
11

To become an accredited member of either the AZA “education” must be included in the
institutions mission statement (AZA, 2012a).
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iii) Offer compelling education and outreach experiences to inspire people to care
about wildlife and protect habitats.
iv) Deliver a guest experience that is fun, welcoming, interactive and shows our
commitment to sustainable living.
v) Create dynamic habitats that celebrate the spectrum of plants and animals and connect
people with nature.
vi) Invest in renewal of the Zoo's infrastructure and support systems with a
commitment to state-of-the-art facilities, equipment and environmental best
practices.
vii) Build revenue streams, fundraising capacity and strategic relationships
(City of Toronto, 2011:7).

Are the goals outlined in the mission statement empty rhetoric or do they
represent a greater commitment to the discourses espoused? If we consider the 2011 and
2012 operating budgets of the Toronto Zoo we see strong indicators that the mission and
the strategic directions outlined above are not representative of a strong dedication to
conservation and education. The 2011 budget allocated only 14% ($6.2 million) towards
‘Conservation, Education, and Research’ and 0% ($136,000) to ‘Animal & Endangered
Species’. The services that received the most funding in 2011 were ‘Operating &
Administration’ with 53% ($24.4 million) and ‘Marking & Communications’ with 25%
($11.4 million) (City of Toronto, 2011). The 2012 budget saw slight revisions with
‘Conservation, Education, and Research’ receiving $11.8 million (the ‘Animal &
Endangered Species’ budget went unchanged). The added financing to this service
appears to have come from cuts to the ‘Operating & Administration’ and ‘Marketing &
Communications’ services (City of Toronto, 2012).
Further evidence suggesting that the Toronto Zoo may not be as deeply
committed to conservation and education as they proclaim is the loss of their AZA
accreditation in 2012. The institution was stripped of its accreditation after a
controversial decision was made to move the Zoo’s three African elephants to PAWS in
California, an institution that is not an AZA accredited member. The decision was made
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by the City Council, overriding the wishes of the Zoo’s Board and elephant keepers to
find a suitable home for the animals at a fellow AZA accredited institution12. The loss of
their accreditation was thus not only due to the decision to move the aging elephants to a
non-accredited institution but also due to improper animal management and issues with
governing structure. The latter violates the association’s rules regarding governing
authority, which holds that:
… while the governing authority may have input, the decisions regarding the institution’s
animals must be made by the professionals who are specifically trained to handle the
institution’s animals, staff, and programs (AZA, 2012a:16).

The loss of AZA accreditation not only leaves a mark on the Zoo’s international
reputation but also prevents the institution from participating in SSP programs. A new
governance structure, as proposed by the consulting firms mentioned above, would work
to resolve AZA concerns over governing authority – by establishing an arm’s length
relationship with City Council with managerial authority residing with the Zoo Board –
and also relieve the City of some financial pressure. The proposed plan would see the
institution operating without municipal support within ten-years (Toronto Zoo, 2012c).
Zoo visitors also seem to have a vested interest in the goings-on of the institution
– an inherent difficulty of running a public institution. Over the past several years
“controversial” decision-making has resulted in an outpouring of pro-zoo or anti-zoo
discourses. For instance, in 2011 the Toronto Zoo decided to separate Buddy and Pedro,
two male African penguins with a close bond. Because of this relationship, the public
dubbed the couple ‘gay’ despite the fact that the bond was not necessarily sexual. When
the Zoo split up the pair for breeding there was an international outcry, with headlines
reading, “Let Buddy and Pedro be” (The Toronto Star, 2011) “Toronto’s gay penguins
deserve to be happy” (Speirs, 2011). Such instances suggest that the public also feels that
they have a right to shape zoo policy (Donahue and Trump, 2006).

12

It should be noted that as of November 2012 the elephants have yet to be transferred to PAWS.
The move has been impeded by transportation concerns and also confirmation that some of the
sanctuary’s elephant residents have tested positive for TB (though the allegation is denied by
PAWS lawyers).
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The Toronto Zoo is not an island (Maple, 1995). It responds to political, social,
and economic changes. The recent recession in North America resulted in a marked drop
in attendance rates, memberships sold, and food and retail income (City of Toronto,
2012). These performance indicators are now, with the economic climate, beginning to
show signs of recovery.

3.2 Toronto Zoo’s Great Apes & Primate Conservation
Since opening in 1974, the Toronto Zoo has been home to two critically endangered great
apes: the Sumatran orangutan (Pongo abelii) and the western lowland gorilla (Gorilla
gorilla gorilla). Their enclosures, situated within the Indo-Malaya Pavilion and African
Rainforest Pavilion respectively, are two of the most heavily trafficked ‘attractions’ at the
Toronto Zoo. The orangutan exhibit houses six individuals, three adult females and their
three juvenile offspring (two males and one female). The oldest, Puppé (German for
“doll”), has lived at the Zoo since it opened thirty-eight years ago. The gorilla troop is
also composed of six individuals and closely resembles the sort of social group you
would find in the wild. The silverback, Charles, arrived at the Zoo from the wild in 1974
with fellow troop member Josephine (as well as several others now deceased). Of the
remaining four individuals, three have been sired by Charles and the other was brought to
the Toronto Zoo for him to be bred with.
Both species possess high exhibition value, a “culturally-assigned” property that
is unrelated to the animal’s inherent zoological interest. In other words, their appeal
derives from the popular culture of the region (in which the zoo is located), and the
animal’s “exoticness” ascribed by film, television, works of fiction, and the circus. Thus,
animals with “high exhibition value” are generally large mammals – such as apes, large
cats, giraffes, and pandas – that are highly active and engage with either the public or
their fellow troop members. Such species are also usually anthropomorphized (Mullan &
Marvin, 1999). When the animals are inactive visitors express their disappointment by
shortening their dwell time at the enclosure, making loud noises in hopes of producing
movement, or labeling the animal as “lazy, tired, boring”.
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The high exhibition value of gorillas and orangutans, their ability to elicit a
powerful emotional response from visitors, and critically endangered status in the wild
make both species prime candidates for this cross-comparative study. Their relative
popularity provides the Toronto Zoo with a unique opportunity to (re)establish links
between the visitor and the animal/nature, as well as illuminate the interconnectivities
between consumer habitats and environmental destruction (Gold, 1997; West & Dickie,
2007). This project, then, stands to measure whether this sort of education/transition is
actually occurring. Is zoo messaging effective at communicating pertinent issues about
these critically endangered species to the visiting public?
The importance of visitor education cannot be stressed enough. Without greater
awareness, the western lowland gorilla and Sumatran orangutan will almost certainly
become extinct (for the latter, extinction in the wild is projected within the next 5-15
years). Furthermore, the Toronto Zoo’s educational process cannot end with the provision
of information but also must clearly illustrate ways the public can get involved in local
and global projects. The results-driven North American public requires these actions to
be something they can institute almost immediately. For example, the biggest issue
threatening the survival of Sumatran orangutans is the harvesting of palm oil – an
ingredient found in many packaged food-goods. By calling on zoo visitors to cook palm
oil-free meals or to reduce the number of products they buy containing the oil, they are
provided with an empowering action item that they can institute when their motivation to
help is most fresh. Through this empowerment, further action may occur.
Without this educational process, zoos “… will soon be one of the only places we
can see them… you can’t un-ring the bell” (Zoo Volunteer, interviewed, June 26, 2012).
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Chapter 4

4

Methods

4.1 Methodology
A mixed-methods approach was employed in this study, combining standard
anthropological research strategies including observation and semi-structured interviews,
as well as multi-disciplinary approaches to visitor-studies13, such as surveys and timemeasures. Visitor behaviour surrounding the gorilla and orangutan exhibits was
monitored and recorded (i.e., whether they had: engaged with interactive materials,
watched the animals, read available signage, or interacted with zoo staff). By employing
a mixed-methodological approach, I believe to have compensated for an inherent
limitation of zoo-based studies -- namely, that researchers only have a small window of
opportunity to communicate with a visitor.

4.2 Location
The research was conducted at the Toronto Zoo, located in the north-eastern
(Scarborough) part of the Greater Toronto Area, from June through September 2012.
While the entirety of the zoo grounds was explored (719 acres), the majority of the
research was restricted to the Indo-Malaya and African Rainforest pavilions. These two
pavilions are the largest at the Toronto Zoo, all other buildings displaying animals are
considerably smaller, though none of them house large mammalian species like the
orangutan or gorilla.

13

It is important to note that visitor studies have drawn mixed conclusions regarding the impact
of zoo-based conservation education programs. This is arguably a result of the nature of the zoo
as a field site – i.e., a lack of control variables and an absence of knowledge on the visiting
demographic – and it is, thus, anticipated that different conclusions will be reached.
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Figure 1: Toronto Zoo Map

4.2.1

Indo-Malaya Pavilion

The Indo-Malaya Pavilion (circled above) is located closer to the Zoo’s entrance than the
African Rainforest Pavilion. On average, visitors arrived at the pavilion approximately
20-30 minutes after entry. The pavilion is what we might call a “hot house”, or an
immersive environment, meaning it is designed to represent a particular environment – in
this case, Indonesia and Malaysia. Upon entrance, the senses of visitors are engulfed with
a tropical humidity (sometimes reaching 45° degrees Celsius during the summer months)
uncharacteristic of the Canadian environment. Running water and chirping birds sound
throughout the dense foliage that reaches up to the pavilion rooftop. The plant life in the
pavilion, like the animals on display, is also endemic to the geographic area being
replicated.
A concrete and brick pathway demarcates visitor space from the animals, though
the stark contrast is lessened in areas by imperfections (uneven terrain) and human-made
rocks, waterfalls, and caverns. The exhibits and viewing areas are painted neutral/natural
tones (greens and beiges) or are exposed wood left bare. Most of the enclosures are filled
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with trees and vines and, in the larger exhibits, a moat acts as one of the constructed
barriers separating the animal from the visitor.
Standing in contrast to the otherwise natural-looking pavilion is the orangutan
enclosure itself. The exhibit has no vegetation to speak of and more closely resembles a
playground than it does a Sumatran rainforest. There are a multitude of reasons that the
orangutan exhibit has no vegetation to speak of. Firstly, the enclosure has not received
major renovations since the Zoo opened thirty-eight years ago. Secondly, the design of
the current enclosure is meant to stimulate the individuals and provide them with a large
apparatus that they can climb, as they would trees in the wild. Thirdly, any vegetation
that does grow in the exhibit (small patches of grass do occasionally pop up on the
otherwise dirt covered floor) is pulled out by the animals. And lastly, any unsecured
object must not be able to be used as a boat or bridge for crossing the moat (there have
been successful escape attempts in the past).
The visitor can view the orangutans from three different areas. Upon entry,
visitors can go up a set of stairs to “Viewing Area 1” [VA 1] (see Figure 2). This
particular vantage point positions the viewer higher up, almost half way between the floor
of the enclosure and the highest point of the ‘jungle gym’ apparatus. The area is relatively
sparse, decorated with four benches and two signage boards. The first signage board,
located to the right of the viewing window on the sidewall, displays the Toronto Zoo
orangutan family tree with three short biographies for the adult females. It also provides a
brief explanation as to why not all orangutans will be on exhibit together and notes the
Zoo’s participation in an orangutan Species Survival Program (SSP). The keepers have
also tacked up an app ‘barcode’; visitors with a smart phone can scan the barcode and be
directed to information on orangutan conservation. The second signage board, located
opposite the viewing window, explains the connection between orangutans, the palm oil
industry, and the power of consumer choices.
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Figure 2: Indo-Malaya Pavilion Viewing Area 1 [VA 1]
To access “Viewing Area 2” [VA 2] (see Figure 3), visitors must descend the VA
1 access staircase and follow the semi-circular pathway passing exhibits featuring fish,
turtles, birds, and a reticulated python (Python reticulatus) as they go. The glass-paneled
viewing area is at ground level with the enclosure. Here you will often find Puppé and
her son Booty, curled up in the corner. There is no Zoo-produced signage in this area;
however, the keepers have posted a printed copy of a news article concerning the release
of captive-bred orangutans into the wild from the Perth (Australia) Zoo.

Figure 3: Indo-Malaya Pavilion Viewing Area 2 [VA 2]
The final vantage point from which viewers can watch the orangutans is “Viewing
Area 3” [VA 3] (see Figure 4) and is the next stop along the semi-circular pathway from
VA 2. It is the only viewing area that does not use glass to separate the visitor from the
orangutans; instead, a concrete and metal “fence” above a moat has been erected as a
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barrier. There are two signage features in this area. The first is positioned opposite the
enclosure and is comprised of facts about Sumatran orangutans (weight, age range,
distribution etc.), the species conservation status, and a few ways visitors can help. The
second, also positioned opposite the enclosure, is what will be referred to here as the
‘Signage Hut’. This wooden hut displays several signage pieces: one produced by the
Zoo contains a short blurb on the endangerment of orangutans; all others are laminated
pieces of paper posted by keepers to explain the palm oil industry further.

Figure 4: Indo-Malaya Pavilion Viewing Area 3 [VA 3]

4.2.2

African Rainforest Pavilion

The African Rainforest Pavilion (circled in Figure 1) is also an immersive environment,
greeting visitors with heat, humidity, and sounds of “exotic wildlife”. There are two
entrances – one no more popular than the other – into this pavilion and therefore visitor
movement is much less guided than it is in Indo-Malaya Pavilion. To describe this
pavilion I have selected one of these entrances as a starting point. This particular entrance
was selected as we can assume that it is meant to be the primary since: 1) architectural
renderings of the exhibit appear to emphasize this particular entry; 2) the zoo landscape
suggests the other entry/exit is meant to continue visitors on their tour through the zoo, on
to the African Savanna, and not have them backtracking.
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A double-set of glass doors lead visitors into “The Gorilla Rainforest”. Following
a curving brown/grey, concrete pathway – marked with what appears to be tire tracks and
small pot holes – they quickly arrive at the western lowland gorilla enclosure. To their
left is “Viewing Area 4” [VA 4] (see Figure 5)14. An uneven wooden fence, meant to
resemble one built by hand, establishes the first of several barriers (it is followed by a
row of vegetation, a glass barrier, and approximately a 20-30 foot drop). From here
visitors look out over the gorillas’ naturalistic enclosure which features brown mulch, an
oversized artificial tree trunk, natural lighting, and vegetation. The eastern wall
showcases a mural depicting both a pristine natural habitat and areas harvested by
loggers, though the latter certainly does not accurately reflect the complete and total
ecosystem destruction that results from logging.

Figure 5: African Rainforest Pavilion Viewing Area 4 [VA 4]
Directly behind VA 4 – or to the visitors’ right upon entrance – are three glass
windows that look out over the gorilla overnight room or the “bedroom”. This is
“Viewing Area 3” [VA 3] (see Figure 6). The floor is covered with mulch and several
hammocks and ropes suspend from the ceiling. The naturalistic elements of the larger

14

“Viewing area” numbering is descending upon entry, as I mapped the pavilion this way at the
beginning of the research period. To ensure consistency in all methodological areas, it is
appropriate to maintain this assignment.
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enclosure are not present in this area, the absence of which is significant and will be
discussed in detail later. During visiting hours, gorillas are only brought into this room
for lunch (anywhere between 12 PM and 2 PM) otherwise the room is empty.

Figure 6: African Rainforest Pavilion Viewing Area 3 [VA 3]
To the left of VA 3 – and behind VA 4 – is a series of gorilla information signage.
The “bio-wall” displays seven plaques with a picture of each gorilla and a short
biography for them (the seventh is for Shalia, a female who was transferred to another
zoo in May 2012). Also in this area is a sign thanking individuals who participated in the
naming competition for the youngest troop member, Nassir, who is now three years old.
A call for old cell phone donations (to be recycled, all proceeds going to gorilla
conservation initiatives) is also posted in this section.
To the left of the bio-wall, and further along the pathway, are four more wall
signs and four standing plaques. VA 4 curves with the path so this signage is still located
behind the viewers as they watch the gorilla troop. This particular set of signage provides
information on gorilla social organization, diet, personality/nature, infant development,
habitat, and conservation (status, threats, what visitors can do to help). Here there is
another call for cell phone recycling. Also in this area is the “Gorilla Experience” booth.
This is opened on some mornings by a zoo volunteer when the gorillas are in their indoor
exhibit (occasionally this is brought to the outdoor exhibit on a moveable cart). Here they
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will display a variety of items that the visitors can pick up and interact with: photo
albums of the gorillas, books, cranial molds (both human and gorilla), and various
vitamins and pills the gorillas receive. On the front of the booth are two large, black
molds of a gorilla hand and foot – which are permanently on display no matter if the
booth is open or not.
Separating VA 4 from “Viewing Area 2” [VA 2] (see Figure 7) is a solid wooden
wall that is approximately 20-25 feet tall and 30-35 feet wide. The wall extends through
VA 2 and beyond, the viewing area being a large window set into the wooden barrier. To
the left of the window are chopped tree trunks and broken branches with a chainsaw set
atop and adjacent is a knocked over barrel. Above a sign reads “Congo Forestry
Company” and to the right a standing plaque provides information for visitors, briefly
explaining tree rings. A bench, that appears to have been carved out of a tree trunk, sits in
front of the viewing window.

Figure 7: African Rainforest Pavilion Viewing Area 2 [VA 2]
Signage in VA 2 is located on the back wall (as is almost all signage in this part of
the pavilion), and is comprised of seven gorilla cut-outs in various positions, two signs,
and one television that plays a video on loop. The signage provides details on the basic
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biology of the gorilla, as well as their geographic distribution. A mounted television
screen plays a video on loop, which provides visitors details on the Toronto Zoo’s
participation in the western lowland gorilla SSP.
To access “Viewing Area 1” [VA 1] (see Figure 8) visitors continue along the
path past exhibits featuring birds, frogs, tiny tortoises, the African spotted-neck otter
(Hydrictis maculicollis), and a West African dwarf crocodile (Osteolaemus tetraspis). It
is possible to see the gorillas along this path way but they are largely obscured by tall,
relatively dense vegetation and large wooden beams. VA 1 is on the visitors left and
features two somewhat interactive elements: a large faux-wooden beam that falls half
inside, half outside the exhibit; and a telescope that is immovable, aimed at the mulch
floor of the enclosure. A small, standing plaque is positioned off to the right of the
viewing area and displays a snippet of information about the species.

Figure 8: African Rainforest Pavilion Viewing Area 1 [VA 1]
Following VA 1 visitors pass by a wooden canoe – often filled with children –
and past two large aquariums, one displaying African river fish and the other the cichlids
of Lake Malawi. Here they reach the end of the “Gorilla Rainforest” and enter the
remaining parts of the pavilion displaying a wide variety of African and Malagasy flora
and fauna. Just before making a sharp left-hand turn leaving the area there is a small
room, offset from the path, named the “DJA River Forest Reserve”. Wooden floors and
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walls and a thatched roof suggest that this is meant to be representative of buildings in
Africa. The sparsely decorated room features several pieces of signage and, to the back of
the room, there is a small work station set up (desk, chair, type-writer, book case, and
travel trunk).

4.2.3

Outdoor Gorilla Enclosure

Figure 9: Outdoor Gorilla Enclosure
The outdoor gorilla enclosure is located off to the right of the African Rainforest Pavilion
entrance. The exhibit is smaller than the indoor enclosure and efforts to include
naturalistic elements have been neglected, save for the grassy floor. The dominant feature
of the mesh-caged exhibit is a large, wooden climbing apparatus. Viewing areas were
broken down into two. “Viewing Area 1” [VA 1] is comprised of the entire mesh-caged
area, which is surrounded by a second barrier, a smaller fence mesh/wooden fence with a
railing atop. Off to the right of this is “Viewing Area 2” [VA 2], the mesh replaced by tall
wooden panels and a small viewing room, with a tilted window, reset into it. It is in VA 2
that visitors will find the only outdoor signage. Located behind visitors (when standing in
VA 2 looking out into the exhibit) is another bio-wall, featuring pictures of eight gorillas
and mini-biographies for each. The seventh and eighth gorillas are Samantha, a female
whom passed away in 2010, and Shalia who transferred to another zoo in May 2012.

32

4.3 Direct Follows
Direct follows were conducted in both pavilions. As per a Zoo requirement, a large sign
was posted (in a sandwich board stand) outside the entryway on days the follows were
performed. The sign consisted of the following text:
The Toronto Zoo and Western University are assessing visitor reactions of both adult and
children to this exhibit. While visiting this exhibit you may be observed and/or
approached as part of the research project. Note that not all visitors will be observed. For
further details please visit http://anthropology.uwo.ca/grad1.asp

Varying pathway designs, and lengths, required that different direct follow
strategies be applied for each pavilion15. For follows conducted in the Indo-Malaya
Pavilion, visitors were randomly selected at the entry way; generally those selected were
the first individual or group that entered following my arrival at the start location. Their
movement was then tracked throughout the entire pavilion until their exit. I positioned
myself either behind or ahead of the group in an attempt to avoid disturbing their visit or
affecting their behaviour in the exhibit space. Visitor movement was timed from entry to
exit on an iPod touch and recorded. Notations on the time at which they left a particular
viewing area were also made, as well as any notes on group composition, age, sex, visible
minority, visitor behaviour, and presence or absence of other groups in viewing areas
(occasionally notes on orangutan behaviour or position in the enclosure were also
recorded).
The African Rainforest Pavilion direct follows were more problematic due to dual
entrances and multiple paths visitors can take. Instead of tracking visitors through the
entire pavilion, as was done in Indo-Malaya Pavilion, their movement was tracked
between the main entry/exit doors and the DJA River Forest Reserve exhibit – that is,
effectively from the beginning to the end of the “Gorilla Rainforest” section of the
pavilion. Individuals and groups were tracked from either entrance (DJA or main doors).
Once again, selection was at random, generally being the first group or individual to enter

15

For maps of the pavilions see Appendix A
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following my arrival at the start location. Here too I positioned myself either behind or
ahead of the group so as not to disturb their visit nor affect their behaviour in the exhibit
space. Movement through this section of the pavilion was timed on the iPod touch and
recorded. Notations on the time at which they left a particular viewing area were also
made, as well as any notes on group composition, age, sex, visible minority, visitor
behaviour, and presence or absence of other groups in viewing areas (occasionally notes
on gorilla behaviour or position in the enclosure were also recorded).
The entirety of the gorilla outdoor enclosure can be visible from a particular
vantage point. To record the direct follow data, I sat across the pathway from the exhibit
on a row of large rocks. From here, I was able to survey individuals and/or groups
approaching the exhibit. Upon arrival, their dwell time and movement were tracked and
recorded (as well as all other data outlined in the above two paragraphs) until they
departed.
It must be highlighted that the results presented in the following chapter are a
representative sample of visitor behaviour. This is both a result of the nature of the zoo
environment, which sees hundreds of people move through the zoo grounds on any given
day during the summer, and the fact that although only one researcher was conducting
follows and observations, two hundred hours of observations were conducted from June
through September.
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Chapter 5

5

Results

5.1 Direct Follow Results
5.1.1

Indo-Malaya Pavilion Direct Follow Results

Forty-seven direct follows were conducted in Indo-Malaya Pavilion. Table 1 below
illustrates the total dwell time groups and/or individuals spent within the pavilion on the
left, the value on the right indicates the number of groups and/or individuals whose visits
fell within these time intervals.
Table 1: Total Pavilion Dwell Time, Indo-Malaya Pavilion
Time Spent
4m59s & under
5m – 9m59s
10m – 14m59s
15m – 19m59s
20m +

Number of Individuals / Groups
4 (all exit through entrance)
8
24
8
3

The mean time spent in the pavilion was 13m04s. If we strip out the three “20 minute +”
out-lier values, the mean dwell time is reduced to 11m34s.
On average, attendees visited two of the three viewing areas (25% visited only
one VA and 19% visited all three) and spent the most time at the first viewing area they
visited. The prevalence of this is likely accounted for by the fact that only 33% of
individuals / groups visited VA 1. This is almost certainly a result of the VA’s relatively
hidden entranceway, which has been obscured by foliage. In addition, VA 1 is staircase
access only and of the thirty direct follows that passed by the area, sixteen had strollers
and/or wagons. For those that did visit VA 1 the average dwell time was 3m42s. There
was, however, one anomaly in the data set – one couple spent 21m26s in VA 1 (eating
lunch and listening to the meet the keeper session) – if I remove this particular value the
average dwell time is reduced to 2m14s which is far more in line with the other fourteen
dwell times.
Only nine of the forty-seven direct follows did not visit VA 2. The average arrival
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time at this viewing area was 6m53s and individuals remained here, on average, for
1m49s. Thirteen of the forty-seven direct follows did not stop in VA 3 as they passed
through (individuals / groups must walk through this area to access other exhibits in the
pavilion). The average dwell time for this VA was 1m19s. Both viewing areas are highly
visible and wheelchair accessible.
On average, visitors spent one-third (1/3) of their time in the pavilion actually
watching the orangutans. The remaining two-thirds (2/3) was spent either moving
between exhibits or watching other fauna on display, which include other charismatic
animals, such as white-handed gibbons (Hylobates lar) and Sumatran tigers (Panthera
tigris sumatrae). Total time spent in the pavilions and time spent watching orangutans did
not vary significantly throughout the day. Group size, however, did affect the amount of
time individuals and/or groups spent in the pavilion but not in a linear pattern. Groups of
over five individuals spent more time in the pavilion in total but smaller groups of one or
two individuals spent the most time actually viewing the animals.
Table 2: Group Size & Average Time Spent in Indo (Avg Time Spent Viewing)
1-2 Individuals

3-4 Individuals

5+ Individuals

11m34s (5m49s)

10m35s (2m24s)

13m41s (3m51s)

Fourteen of the groups and/or individuals were identified as visible minorities
(groups of mixed ethnicity were included in this category even if only one member was a
visible minority). Statistics Canada (2012) defines visible minority as a category that
“includes persons who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour and who do not
report being Aboriginal”16. This includes, but is not limited to: Chinese, South Asian,
Black, Filipino, Latin American, Southeast Asian, Arab, West Asian, Korean, and
Japanese (Statistics Canada, 2012). The groups and/or individuals identified as visible
minorities spent approximately 2m34s less (10m21s versus 12m55s) in the pavilion than

16

Though the definition served as a framework for identifying visible minorities at the Toronto
Zoo it is important to note that the concept of race was not applied in this research as this is
widely known in anthropology to be a social construct. Thus, individuals were identified by
ethnicity and language.
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those who were not.
Groups that included children spent, on average, more time in the pavilion
(12m30s versus 11m19s, the latter reflecting the average time of individuals and/or
groups that did not include minors). Age estimations were recorded (see Table 3 below)
for each child in the group and below they are grouped into four categories (groups that
included children of multiple age groups were assigned to the category of the youngest
children present – i.e., a group with a two year-old child and an eight year-old child
would be placed in the 3 & Under category).
Table 3: Age of Child & Average Time Spent in Indo (Avg Time Spent Viewing)
3 & Under

4-9

10-12

Teen

10m45s (2m38s)

12m43s (2m53s)

14m57s (4m13s)

None

Only eight of the forty-seven individuals and/or groups tracked read or engaged
with the posted signage in some way, six of these individuals were female. Those that
read signage spent a staggering 20m50s inside the pavilion, 9m51s more than visitors that
did not, whom on average spent 10m59s.

5.1.2

African Rainforest Pavilion Direct Follow Results

Twenty direct follows were conducted in the African Rainforest Pavilion, the number is
lower in this pavilion as the gorillas were primarily displayed in their outdoor enclosure
during the months of July, August, and September. Therefore, these values were captured
in June and a few periodically throughout July if the gorillas were ever indoors. The
average dwell time in the Gorilla Rainforest section of the pavilion was 9m45s. Again,
only one-third (1/3) of this time was spent observing the gorillas. Here we also see group
size affecting the amount of time individuals and/or groups spent in the pavilion in a
similar non-linear pattern. However, this time groups of one to two individuals spent both
the most time in the pavilion and the most time viewing the animals.
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Table 4: Group Size & Average Time Spent in African Rainforest Pavilion (Avg
Time Spent Viewing)
1-2 Individuals

3-4 Individuals

5+ Individuals

9m59s (5m25s)

6m14s (3m13s)

8m2s (3m32s)

35% of visitors stopped at three of the four (3/4) viewing areas, 25% visited all
four (4/4), 20% visited just one (1/4) viewing area, and another 20% visited two (2/4) of
the viewing areas. Of those viewing areas, visitors spent the most time at VA 2 (see Table
5 below), though, on average, attendees spent the longest at the first viewing area they
visited.
Table 5: African Rainforest Pavilion Viewing Areas & Dwell Time
VA 4
1m15s

VA 3
29s

VA 2
2m15s

VA 1
1m32s

Three of the groups and/or individuals were identified as visible minorities
(groups of mixed ethnicity were included in this category even if only one member was a
minority). Those identified as a visible minority spent approximately 1m41s more
(10m2s versus 8m21s) in the pavilion than those who were not. This is in opposition to
results from the Indo-Malaya Pavilion direct follows.
Groups that included children spent, on average, more time in the Gorilla
Rainforest section of the pavilion than those groups that did not include minors (8m55s
and 8m06s, respectively). Age estimations were recorded (see Table 6 below) for each
child and below they are grouped into four categories (groups that included children of
multiple age groups were assigned to the category of the youngest children present).
Table 6: Age of Child & Average Time Spent in African Rainforest Pavilion (Avg
Time Spent Viewing)
3 & Under

4-9

10-12

Teen

9m36s (3m22s)

6m58s (2m39s)

11m7s (2m39s)

5m57s (2m47s)

Ten of the twenty individuals and/or groups tracked read or engaged with the
posted signage/interactives in some way (this included simply touching the gorilla hand
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and foot molds). Those that read signage spent more time within the Gorilla Rainforest
section of the pavilion, 10m22s versus 6m49s respectively – a difference of 3m33s.

5.1.3

Outdoor Gorilla Enclosure Direct Follow Results

Forty-two direct follows were conducted at the gorillas’ outdoor enclosure. The average
visit time / dwell time at this exhibit was 3m36s. Visitors spent only one-third of their
total time (9m45s) in the Gorilla Rainforest section of the pavilion viewing the gorillas,
the value for the outdoor exhibit is thus in accordance with this finding as there is only
the one enclosure and few signs and/or interactives. Visitors spent most of their time in
VA 1, only seven individuals and/or groups visited both of the outdoor viewing areas.
Group size affected the amount of time individuals and/or groups spent at the enclosure
in the same non-linear pattern displayed in the data from the Indo-Malaya and African
Rainforest pavilions.
Table 7: Group Size & Average Time Spent at Outdoor Enclosure
1-2 Individuals

3-4 Individuals

5+ Individuals

3m29s

3m22s

4m31s

Eight of the groups and/or individuals were identified as visible minorities
(groups of mixed ethnicity were included in this category even if only one member was a
minority). Those identified as a visible minority spent approximately 2m3s more (5m20s
versus 3m17s) at the outdoor exhibit than those who were not. This is in keeping with the
results from the African Rainforest Pavilion direct follows but in opposition to results
from the direct follows.
Groups that included children spent, on average, less time at the Gorilla Outdoor
Enclosure than those groups that did not include minors (3m32s and 4m46s,
respectively). This is in opposition to direct follow data from both the Indo-Malaya and
African Rainforest pavilions. Age estimations were recorded (see Table 6 below) for each
child and below they are grouped into four categories (groups that included children of
multiple age groups were assigned to the category of the youngest children present).
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Table 8: Age of Child & Average Time Spent at Outdoor Enclosure (Avg Time
Spent Viewing)
3 & Under

4-9

10-12

Teen

3m16s

4m17s

2m54s

None

Three (or 7%) of the forty-two individuals and/or groups tracked read or engaged
with the posted signage. Those that read signage spent significantly more time at the
Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure, 8m29s versus 3m36s respectively – a difference of 4m53s.

5.2 Dwell Time – Signage & Interactives
Dwell time at viewing areas, signage, or interactives was captured on an iPod touch.
Recording began as soon as visitors approached a given area or sign and ceased at their
departure. Signage areas were monitored in different pavilions for more than eight hours.
Over this eight-hour period, one hundred and fifty-nine people interacted with signage or
interactives in some way (including prolonged glances).

5.3 Survey Results
Conducting visitor surveys began in early July and continued into mid-September. The
structure of the survey included both post-exit and retrospective-pre-viewing questions,
meaning participants were asked to reflect on the opinions held before they arrived at the
enclosure and how those opinions may or may not have shifted during their time in the
pavilion/at the enclosure. Visitors were randomly invited to participate either when
leaving the final VA or when departing from the pavilion.
It was quickly realized that the full-length survey (two pages) was not adequately
capturing a key-demographic: parents and/or guardians. The length or the survey
dissuaded parents to stop and participate as they had children to attend to. Therefore, on
July 20 the ‘short, verbal survey’ was also instituted to be able to capture the thoughts
and opinions of parents. For this version, I selected what I felt to be the most pertinent
questions from the longer edition and removed the retrospective-pre element from it.
Visitors were asked only five questions to begin with and two more were added on in
August.
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Both surveys were used throughout for the remainder of the summer, the longer
versions saved for individuals without children and the short, verbal survey for
individuals whom were accompanied by minors.

5.3.1

Full Length Survey

Number of Surveys Conducted: 89 Total (17 Africa Rainforest Pavilion, 26 Gorilla
Outdoor Enclosure, 46 Indo-Malaya Pavilion)
Question 1 – Where and when were you born?
Toronto /
GTA
30

Teens
6

Ont.

Other Canadian Province

Outside of Canada

Not Provided

20

13

22

4

20 – 30
Years Old
43

30 – 40
Years Old
6

40 – 50
Years Old
8

50 – 60
Years Old
10

60 – 70
Years Old
0

Not
Provided
14

Question 2 – Which gender do you identify with? (Male; Female; Prefer Not to Disclose)
Female
55

Male
33

Prefer Not to Disclose
1

Question 3 - Level of education achieved (Some High School; High School Diploma;
College Diploma; Some University; University Degree; Graduate Degree)
Some High
School

High School
Diploma

College
Diploma

Some
University

University
Degree

Graduate
Degree

6

17

22

22

15

7

* Some individuals selected multiple (i.e., University Degree and Graduate Degree). The highest level was
selected for the above table.

Question 4 – What is your occupation?
Student (11), Retail, Office Manager, Homemaker, Production, Geology Lecturer, Retired, Vet
Tech, Urban Planner, Photographer, Cake Decorator, Body Piercer, Political Scientist,
Educational Assistant, Data Processors, Canadian Forces (2), Chiropractor, Carpenter, Nurse,
PSW (2), General Contractor, Insurance, Salesman, Web Developer, Research Assistant,
Electrician, Server, Millwright, Teacher, Paramedic, Engineer, Overnight Stockperson (2)
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Question 5 – Who accompanied you on your visit today? (No one; Children (as parent);
Children (as teacher or care-giver); Friend; Family; Partner)
No
One

Children (As
Parent)

7

6

Children (As
Teacher or Caregiver)
0

Friend

Family

Partner

Other

13

31

36

2

* Some individuals selected multiple categories (for example children (as parent) and partner), in such
incidences they are included in both categories.

Question 6 – When was the last time you visited a zoo?
This
Month

This Year
(’12)

Last Year
(’11)

2006 –
2010

2000 –
2005

Before
2000

Never

Not Sure

8

7

21

29

7

7

7

1

* Unanswered: 3

Question 7 – How often do you visit the zoo? (First Visit, Monthly, Yearly)
Monthly
6

Multiple
Times Yearly
4

Yearly

Every 2 – 3
years
7

15

Not Often /
Rarely
6

First Visit
6

* Unanswered: 3

Question 8 – Why did you visit the Toronto Zoo today? (Entertainment; Education; Both
entertainment and education; Chaperon for a minor; Other)
Education

Entertainment

Both Education
& Entertainment

Both + Other

Other

3

48

35

1

2

Question 9 – Before entering this pavilion, were you interested in animal and/or
environmental conservation? (Yes; No; Somewhat)
Yes

No

Somewhat

Unanswered

66

3

18

2

Question 10 – After visiting this exhibit, are you more or less interested in animal and/or
environmental conservation? (More; Less; Unchanged)
More
38

Unchanged
49

Unanswered
2
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Question 11 – Before visiting the exhibit were you aware that the Sumatran Orangutan /
Western Lowland Gorilla is critically endangered? (Yes; No)
Yes
40

No
46

Other
1

Unanswered
2

Question 12 – Did the exhibit effectively convey this information? (Yes; No)
Yes
37

No
27

Unsure
2

Unanswered
23

Question 13 – Have you supported or participated in animal and environmental
conservation efforts / programs?
Yes
16

No
69

Unanswered
4

Question 14 – Did this exhibit inspire you to participate, support, or learn more about
conservation efforts / programs? (Yes; No; Somewhat; Undecided)
Yes
27

No
13

Somewhat
0

Undecided
45

Other
1

Unanswered
3

Question 15 – Before visiting the exhibit, did you feel that species extinction in the wild
is something that would personally affect you in your day-to-day life? (Yes; No;
Somewhat; Undecided)
Yes

No

Somewhat

Undecided

Other

Unanswered

33

20

25

8

1

2

Question 16 – Has your experience in this pavilion changed your view on whether
species extinction affects you personally in your day-to-day life? (Yes; No; Unchanged;
Undecided; Other)
Yes

No

Unchanged

Undecided

Other

Unanswered

19

15

33

19

1

2

Question 17 – Before entering into this pavilion, did you feel that the Toronto Zoo has
the responsibility to educate visitors about animal and environmental issues? (Yes; No;
Unsure)
Yes
78

No
2

Unsure
6

Other
1

Unanswered
2
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Question 18 – After visiting this exhibit has your opinion on whether the Toronto Zoo
has the responsibility to educate visitors about animal and environmental issues changed?
(Yes; No; Unchanged; Unsure)
Yes

No

Unchanged

Unsure

Unanswered

26

40

6

14

3

5.3.2

Verbal Survey

Number of Surveys Conducted: 118 Total (5 Africa Rainforest Pavilion, 55 Gorilla
Outdoor Enclosure, 58 Indo-Malaya Pavilion)
Question 1(a) – Average Age of Respondent [Estimation]
20 – 29 Years
Old

30 – 39 Years
Old

40 – 49 Years
Old

50 – 59 Years
Old

60 + Years
Old

Not Recorded

4

54

45

8

5

2

Question 1(b) - Which gender do you identify with? (Male, Female) [Assumption]
Female

Male

75

43

Question 2 – Who accompanied you on your visit today? (No one, Children (as parent),
Children (as teacher or care-giver), Friend, Family, Partner) [Guess]
Children (as
parent)

Children (as
Grandparent
or Caregiver)

No One

Friend

Family

Partner

Children
+ Partner

52

4

1

1

4

4

33

* Not Recorded: 2

Children +
Friend

Children +
Friend + Partner

6

2

Children (As
Grandparent) +
Partner
1

44

Question 3 – Why did you visit the Toronto Zoo today? (Entertainment, Education, Both
entertainment and education, Just bringing the kids, Other)
Education

Education +
Other

Entertainment

Entertainment +
Other

Both
Entertainment
& Education

0

2 [1 F, 1 M]

25 [16 F, 9 M]

9 [7 F, 2 M]

47 [35 F, 12 M]

Both + Other

Chaperon for
Minor

Just Bringing
the Kids

Just Bringing
the Kids + Other

Other

3 [2 F, 1 M]

6 [4 F, 2 M]

9 [3 F, 6 M]

1 [M]

14 [6 F, 8 M]

Question 4 – Before visiting the exhibit were you aware that the Sumatran Orangutan /
Western Lowland Gorilla is a critically endangered species? (Yes, No)
Yes
45 [30 F, 15 M]

No
72 [44 F, 28 M]

* Not recorded: 1 [F]

Question 5 – Did the exhibit effectively convey this information?
Yes
10

No
88

Other
20

Question 6 – Do you feel that species extinction in the wild is something that would
personally affect you in your day-to-day life? (Yes, No, Somewhat, Undecided)
Yes
23

No
39

Somewhat
6

Undecided
5

Other
6

* Not Recorded: 39

Question 7 – Do you feel that the Toronto Zoo has the responsibility to educate visitors
about animal and environmental issues? (Yes, No, Unsure)
Yes
111
* Not Recorded: 1

No
4

Unsure
1

Other
1
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Responses to Short Survey Additional Questions
i) Do you feel as though you play a role in their endangerment / the reasons why they are
endangered?
Yes
28

No
11

Other
3

ii) And how is this information most effectively conveyed? How would you like to see it
conveyed?
Signs / Placards

Talks /
People

Print

Online / Emails

App

Child
Education

10

8

3

3

3

7

Interactives

Radio

Video

4

2

2

Behind the
Scenes
3

As Is...

Other

10

11

* Some people make multiple suggestions - they have thus been entered into both categories

In the succeeding chapter, the results from the direct follows and surveys are
analyzed and discussed. Trends that exhibited themselves in the quantitative data shall be
highlighted and recommendations for future research offered.
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Chapter 6

6

Analysis

6.1 Direct Follow Analysis By Venue
6.1.1

Indo-Malaya Pavilion Direct Follows

On average, visitors to the Indo-Malaya Pavilion spent 11m34s inside the pavilion, onethird of which (3m51s) was spent watching the orangutans. A Welch’s unpaired t-test
reveals that the relationship between total time spent in the Indo-Malaya Pavilion versus
the time visitors spent watching the orangutans is extremely statistically significant,
indicating that visitors are indeed spending far less time watching the orangutans relative
to their total time in the area. Approximately 6m53s into a visit, individuals and/or groups
would arrive at VA 2 (8m29s if they had visited VA 1). On average, visitors stopped at
two out of the three viewing areas with the second stop being markedly shorter than the
first. This is likely a result of “museum fatigue”, in other words, the decreased attention
of visitors as a visit progresses (Davey, 2005). Similar observations have been made at
other zoologic institutions. Bitgood et al. (1986) noted visitors to the Birmingham Zoo’s
reptile house viewed the first reptile exhibit longer than subsequent exhibits. Marcellini
and Jenssen (1988) also noted similar behaviours at the Smithsonian National Zoological
Park’s reptile house.
After departure from the final orangutan viewing area visited, it took visitors, on
average, 3m52s to exit the building. It is significant to note that two other charismatic
species are located between the orangutan enclosure and the exit, the Sumatran tiger
(Panthera tigris sumatrae) and white-handed gibbons (Hylobates lar), as well as other
smaller fauna (snakes, birds, frogs, newts and turtles). If we consider both the time taken
to move from the final orangutan viewing area to the exit as well as the presence of
smaller exhibits, we can estimate that individuals and/or groups each spent approximately
one minute at both the white-handed gibbon and Sumatran tiger enclosures. From this we
can hypothesize that the orangutans do indeed possess a high exhibition value – as is
evident in the increased dwell time surrounding the enclosure – surpassing those of other
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medium to large fauna also displayed in the pavilion. Reaching a firm conclusion on the
orangutan’s relative popularity over the Sumatran tiger and white-handed gibbon is
confounded by the fact that visitors are also inclined to increase their pace when nearing
an exit (Dean, 1994). It is likely that the increased movement is not simply the result of
just one factor, but both the nearness of an exit and the orangutans’ relative popularity
over the other animals in the pavilion.

6.1.2

African Rainforest Pavilion Direct Follows

Twenty direct follows were conducted in the ‘Gorilla Rainforest’ section of the African
Rainforest Pavilion. Direct follows were conducted indoors throughout the month of June
only, as the gorillas were moved to their outdoor enclosure at the beginning of July17. The
African Rainforest Pavilion is larger than the Indo-Malaya Pavilion, accommodating the
large gorilla enclosure and allowing for more exhibits to be housed indoor. Due to
pavilion size, follows were isolated to the “Gorilla Rainforest” area of the pavilion in
order to optimize the number of direct follows I was able to conduct indoors. Had the
gorillas been indoor for a greater portion of the research period, I would have conducted
full-pavilion follows in order to ascertain the popularity of the gorillas relative to other
animals on display and also determine whether increased speed near exit was present.
The average dwell time in Gorilla Rainforest section of the African Rainforest
Pavilion was 9m45s, of which one-third (3m15s) was spent observing the gorillas. Again,
a Welch’s unpaired t-test revealed that the relationship between total time spent in the
African Rainforest Pavilion versus the time visitors spent watching the gorillas is very
statistically significant, showing that visitors are indeed spending far less time watching
the gorillas than total time in the area indicates. The majority of visitors stopped at three
of the four viewing areas and spent longest at the first viewing area they visited. This
suggests that, as in Indo, visitors experience museum fatigue surrounding the gorilla
enclosure.

17

The gorillas should have been outdoors as of late May / early June due to the very warm
weather Toronto experience throughout the spring and summer of 2012. However, construction
on the outdoor exhibit and neighbouring ‘Gorilla Climb’ delayed their move.
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Of the viewing areas, VA 2 appears the most popular, having the highest average
dwell time of all viewing areas. It is the closest vantage point from which visitors can see
the troop, whom can often be found sitting near the window. The high popularity of this
viewing window suggests that visitors prefer areas that situate them close to, and level
with, the gorillas. This close proximity lends to the goal of establishing a romantic, as
opposed to a collective, gaze, that emphasizes a personal, private connection to the
animal.

6.1.3

Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure Direct Follows

Forty-two direct follows were conducted at the gorilla’s outdoor enclosure throughout
July and August. Visitors spent an average of 3m36s at the exhibit, predominantly in VA
1 (only 16% ventured over to VA 2). This time is consistent with the findings from the
indoor exhibit, i.e., zoo-goers spending only one-third of the average 9m45s visit
observing the gorillas. This indicates that despite the drastically divergent exhibits
(indoor highly naturalistic, outdoor dominated by unnatural features), people spend the
same amount of time viewing the troop at either location.
Zoo-based research has recognized the quality of an animal enclosure as one of
the single most important factors influencing the development of positive conservation
values (Wagner et al., 2009). The design of an exhibit and the way the animal is
displayed, “… can have a profound influence on the public’s attitude toward that
animal… and what they learn about it” (Gold, 1997:43). An enclosure exposes visitors to
animals in a real and accessible environment and is thought to help facilitate education
regarding conservation concerns, animal behaviour and social organization, and issues
relating to the threatening of their natural environment (Gold, 1997). The finding that
individuals spend the same amount of time watching the gorillas at each enclosure,
despite the varying degrees of naturalism present, is then a significant one as it suggests
that the style of the exhibit may not have as profound of an impact as originally thought.
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6.2 Direct Follow Analysis By Group Composition
6.2.1

Presence and Absence of Minors

In both the Indo-Malaya and Africa Rainforest pavilions, groups with children spent
more time inside the building than those without (despite the differences in mean time
spent in these areas, Welch’s unpaired t-test did not reveal statistically significant
differences between these two groups). Interestingly, visitors with children spent less
time at the gorilla outdoor enclosure than those who were not accompanied by minors (a
Welch’s unpaired t-test for these groups approaches statistical significance – see
Appendix B) -- likely a result of the exhibit location being situated beside the newly
unveiled “Gorilla Climb”, a rope course for children standing almost 33 feet tall. Also
nearby are a picnic area and restaurant, serving Pizza Pizza and Harvey’s. I observed a
countless number of children running right past the gorilla exhibit, imploring their
guardians to let them go on the “Gorilla Climb”.
Age estimations were recorded for each child present in a group and broken down
into four categories: 3 & Under, 4 – 9, 10 – 12, and Teen. Groups that that included
children of multiple age groups were assigned to the category of the youngest children
present (presented below in Table 9).
Table 9: Age of Child & Time Spent in Area (Time Spent Viewing)
Area
Indo
Africa
Outdoor

3 & Under
10m45s (2m38s)
9m36s (3m22s)
3m16s

4–9
12m43s (2m53s)
6m58s (2m39s)
4m17s

10 – 12
14m57s (4m13s)
11m7s (2m39s)
2m54s

Teen
0
5m57s (2m47s)
0

While time varied with the age of the child(ren), it did not do so in a visibly
consistent pattern across the studied areas. In the Indo-Malaya Pavilion, as the age of the
child increased so too did the time spent in the pavilion and the time spent viewing the
orangutans, but this pattern is not consistent across the other two areas studied in the
Indo-Malaya Pavilion. The relationship approaches statistical significance in a Welch’s
unpaired t-test, suggesting that children aged 10 + are generally spending more time than
children 9 and under. Children aged 10 – 12 did spend the most time indoors, a finding
consistent between the two pavilions. This is in keeping with the Piageten perspective
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that children of this age group have completed a shift from egocentricity (characteristic of
children aged 3 -5) to empathy and perspective taking (Kidd & Kidd, 1996). It is possible
that this shift is reflected in the increased dwell time in the pavilions. However, given that
the time measures do not consistently increase with age, I cannot present strong
conclusions regarding how children of varying ages interact differently with the exhibit
spaces. This is likely a result of several confounding variables. Firstly, age estimations
were made instead of procuring the actual age of the child (the latter was not executed for
ethical reasons). Secondly, the motivations of the chaperon would certainly affect the
time spent at an area, particularly in regards to younger age groups. Lastly, groups were
often comprised of children of different age groups making it difficult to determine which
child set the pace for the visit.

6.2.2

Group Size

Generally, groups of over five individuals spent the longest in a given area though did not
necessarily spend the most time viewing the animals. (This did not apply to groups of
over five visiting the African Rainforest Pavilion which may be a result of the low
number of large group follows conducted in the area or related to the close proximity of
the exit/entrance to the enclosure allowing groups to come in and view the troop before
quickly leaving). We can likely attribute this to the difficulties associated with moving
large groups from one place to another, requiring far greater organization than needed for
smaller groups. In larger groups, I also noted more frequent incidences of ‘attention
directives’ – for example, “look” “over here” “did you see that” – which increases dwell
time in a given area. Though this is a common experience of all zoo visitors, the sheer
number of people in larger groups means that the issuing of attention directives requires
more time to be spent in an area so that each directive might be recognized and responded
to.
Interestingly, groups of three-four spent the least time in all studied areas. A large
percentage of this category is comprised of family groups and thus could indicate that
families spend less time inside the pavilions / at the exhibit; however, this is not
consistent with the earlier finding which indicated that groups including minors spent
more time in the pavilions. The time reduction could suggest that groups this size are
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more engaged in their company than the animals on display and may also reflect a strong
interest in entertainment. Further investigation into group size is required to adequately
determine how groups are spending their time in an area and why this may vary.
Groups of one-two individuals spent more time at the pavilions / exhibit than
groups of three-four individuals, but less time than groups of five and up (except for in
the African Rainforest Pavilion where groups of one-two individuals spent more time
than any other group). This is likely resultant of two individuals sharing a similar
motivation for attending the zoo that day. Many pairs were also observed issuing
attention directives, drawing their partners (friend or other) attention to a particular
animal behaviour or a feature in the exhibit. They appeared more engaged in the animals
and one another (pairs spent the most time actually observing the orangutans and gorillas
in both pavilions) than groups of larger sizes.
Welch’s unpaired t-tests were run on the effect group size (couple versus group)
had on the overall time spent in each area studied. Of these three areas, only the African
Rainforest Pavilion showed evidence of an almost statistically significant result (i.e., that
couples spend more/less time than groups). What this indicates, however, is that there
may indeed be an important relationship here and so it is recommended that future
research explore the relationship between group size and time spent in an area or at the
Toronto Zoo in general.

6.2.3

Engagement with Signage & Interactives

The large majority of the groups and individuals visiting the orangutan and gorilla
enclosures were not reading available signage nor engaging with the various available
interactives. In the Indo-Malaya Pavilion, only eight of the forty-seven tracks (17%)
engaged with the posted signage. Ten of the twenty (50%) individuals/groups tracked in
the African Rainforest Pavilion read signage or engaged the interactivities. (This figure
has been amplified by the inclusion of several behaviours: touching the gorilla hand / foot
mold or posing for a picture by the “cut out wall”. This is not to say such behaviours are
not significant but it is important to stress that this value does not indicate individuals are
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reading significant portions of the posted signs). At the gorilla’s outdoor enclosure, three
of the forty-two follows (7%) read the available signage.
The small percentage of individuals that did engage with portions of the available
materials spent considerably more time in an area than those that did not. In the IndoMalaya Pavilion, visitors who read signage spent twice as long inside the pavilion than
those that did not. Individuals and/or groups that engaged with signs or interactives spent
3m33s longer inside the African Rainforest Pavilion. Lastly, visitors remained at the
gorilla’s outdoor enclosure for 4m53s longer if they had engaged with the posted sign.
This is consistent with the results of another zoo study conducted by Ross and Gillespie
(2009), which found that visitors who spent more than the median time looking at
signage were more likely to have longer visits overall. Welch’s unpaired t-tests revealed
that whether or not an individual engages signage has a statistically significant
relationship with the total time spent in an area, confirming that groups/visitors that read
signage spend longer in an area than those that do not. This was not, however, found to
be true for the African Rainforest Pavilion, but this is likely a result of low sample size
and amplification of engagement as a result of the factors listed above.
Over the research period, I also monitored (for over eight hours) various signage
and interactive areas to determine if visitors were reading or engaging with the available
materials. During this period, only 185 attendees (out of an estimated 3,000 +) interacted
with the available signage. To put this in perspective, during one observation period of
forty-five minutes only three visitors, out of a possible 318, stopped at the signage hut in
the Indo-Malaya Pavilion. The combined dwell-time for all three visitors was under one
minute. The 159 figure, in actuality, stands a little high as it includes DJA Forest River
Reserve ‘pop ins’, i.e., many visitors step into the room only to quickly exit once they
saw its contents.
By far the most popular signage area was the Gorilla Rainforest ‘bio-wall’. This
particular area was monitored for a total of one hour and ten minutes, broken down into
two observation sessions (the second of which occurred while the gorillas were
outdoors). During this time, 42 individuals stopped at the wall to read the gorillas’ brief
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biographies. Visitors were interested in the relationships between the troop and their ages,
often identifying if they were the same age as one of the gorillas. All other areas failed to
attract visitors to the same degree. See Table 10 below for other signage area data, where
available I have included the number of people that passed by in brackets.
Table 10: Signage Areas & Number of Visitors Views
Area

Length of
Observation
2 hrs

Number of
Visitors
24

2 hrs

2

35 min

12 (233) – 5.2%

1 hr 15 min

13 (498) – 2.6%

Africa - BioWall

1 hr 10 min

42

Africa - DJA

1 hr 10 min

92 (504) – 18.3%

Indo VA 1 –
BioWall
Indo VA 1 – Palm
Oil Sign
Indo VA 3 – Large
Sign
Indo – Signage Hut

The signage / educational graphic strategies at the Toronto Zoo are currently
unsuccessful at garnering the attention of visitors and, in turn, educating them about the
animals on display. There are a number of elements that contribute to this lack of success,
namely: motivation for attendance, location and presence of competitive stimuli, textdense signage, and presence of children. Motivation for attendance will be discussed in
greater depth in the forthcoming sections on survey results but, in short, visitors are
generally attending the zoo to seek entertainment and spending time reading available
signage does not easily overlap with this goal.
The location of a sign can greatly predetermine if it will be read. Signage at the
Toronto Zoo is generally positioned opposite the animal enclosure, meaning a 180-degree
turn is required for the visitor to view the signage. This competition in stimuli (animals
versus signage) is an uneven one, as visitors are much less likely to become engaged with
static graphics (Ross & Gillespie, 2009). This was seen to also be true in a study
conducted at several American zoologic institutions (Bronx, Brookfield, and Cleveland
Metroparks), the researchers finding that only a small percentage of visitors read signage
located near the animals (Clayton et al, 2009).
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Today’s zoo-visitors are highly tech-savvy. Information is readily accessible from
various smart-phones, computers, and other hand-held devices and is streamed before our
eyes quickly, with bright visuals and surround sound. Therefore, text-dense signage is
easily perceived to lack stimulation. An educational graphic is simply not “strong
enough… [when] audiences are highly visual, info-jammed, [and] time-compressed”
(Gwynne, 2007:51). Instead, signage should address the most frequently asked and
important questions related to the animals in an engaging and multi-sensory manner
(Morgan & Hodgkinson, 1999; Gold, 1997).
Finally, it is unlikely that visitors accompanied by minors will interact with the
available signage. It was indicated to me on several occasions by parents that they had
been unable to look at signage because they were catering to the interests of the child.
This alone illustrates that the current signage strategy is ineffective at educating visitors
about the animals on display, as parents are not able to take the time to read the textdense graphics and reiterate it to their children. It is important, then, that information is
provided in an interactive and easily digestible manner, which will both slow visitors’
movement through an area whilst simultaneously entertaining and educating them.

6.2.4

Visible Minorities

A total of twenty-five visible minority individuals and/or groups were identified in the
direct follow data set, equaling just 22% of the one hundred and twelve tracks conducted.
Throughout the data analysis process I investigated whether visible minorities differed in
the way they engaged with the space and/or animals on display as animals have been
shown elsewhere to be a social construction, influencing they ways we treat and perceive
them, a practice that is “intimately bound up with language and discourse” (Stribbe,
2001:147). The exhibition value of animals is indeed a socially mediated phenomenon. In
other words, an indigenous animal does not possess the same exhibition value or degree
of exoticism as a non-native animal – this level of exoticism rising with distance (Mullan
& Marvin, 1999; Whatmore, 2002). For example, a gorilla or lion may hold some exotic
mysticism for a Canadian in the same way a moose or beaver might for a non-Canadian
or, perhaps, recent immigrant. It has elsewhere been shown that individuals of non-
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Western ethnicity are less likely to conceptualize zoos as important in conservation action
and are not as inclined to perceive the relationship of humans to nature as stewards or
care-takers (Reading & Miller, 2007). I hypothesized that individuals of differing
nationalities and ethnic backgrounds may exhibit different behaviours at the Toronto Zoo,
as the social construction of animal’s influences how they are treated (Stribbe, 2001).
The data proved inconclusive. Similarly, a Welch’s unpaired t-test revealed no
statistically significant relationship between minority status and total time spent in an
area. Individuals and/or groups identified as visible minorities spent less inside the IndoMalaya Pavilion than those that were not but spent more time in the African Rainforest
Pavilion and at the gorilla’s outdoor enclosure. Given this inconsistency, I cannot make
any firm conclusions regarding whether visible minorities respond differently to zoo
exhibits than individuals not identified as such. Because I was only able to visually assess
whether an individual was a minority, the category became far too general, subsuming
individuals of a multitude of ethnic groups into one category. I recommend that future
research projects continue to investigate the effect that ethnicity and nationality have on
the responses of zoo-goers to zoo animals and exhibits. To be able to illuminate any
substantial trends it is important to have the individual classify themselves as a minority
and list which ethnicity or nationality they identify with. By subsuming minorities under
a single large umbrella, studies risk running into similar confounding results; therefore,
the application of self-identified difference is vital.
The collected data on visible minorities does, however, illustrate that such groups
are under-represented at the Toronto Zoo. In the 2006 Statistics Canada Census, over two
million Torontonians identified themselves as visible minorities, accounting for 42.9% of
the city’s population (Statistics Canada, 2010). It has been projected that by 2017 visible
minorities will make up 50% of Toronto’s population (CBC News, 2005). We can
assume that this number is now around the 45-46% mark (current statistics are not
available during time of writing). This value is inconsistent with the Zoo’s visiting
demographic structure, only 22% of groups and/or individuals tracked being of a visible
minority. Further observations made over the course of the research period also confirm
this low representation.
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Recent immigrants, often identified as a visible minority, have higher rates of low
income than other Canadians (Palameta, 2004). Sixty-eight percent of the visible
minorities living in Canada are recent immigrants; therefore low-income is the lived
reality of the majority of Canadian minorities (Statistics Canada, 2001). I hypothesize
that the Toronto Zoo’s steep admission fees are an obstacle for many self-identified
minorities (this can be extended to include all lower-income families) and prevents the
attendance of some individuals/groups. In 2012, “peak” season (May 1 – October 31)
tickets increased to $25.00 for general admission (13 – 64 years old), $20.00 for seniors
and $15.00 for children (4 – 12 years ago, children 3 and under get in free) (Toronto Zoo,
2012a)18. For a family group a visit to the Zoo would then cost upwards of $65.00 (for
only two parents and one child). Further exasperating the ticket pricing are other costs
associated with a trip to the Zoo, which could include parking ($10.00) or TTC fare,
strollers/wagon rentals, rides or entertainment fees, and food costs. Lastly, a day at the
Zoo could mean income lost if either of the parents has taken time off to attend. The
result is an expensive outing that many low-income families simply cannot afford.

6.3 Welch’s Unpaired t-test
To further examine both the venue and the group composition data, Welch’s unpaired ttest was used to analyze whether there were statistically significant differences between
the groups compared above; the Welch’s unpaired t-tests were conducted using an online
freeware version of GraphPad19. This test was selected given the problem of unequal
group size amongst the groups being compared. As Ruxton (2006) points out, the
problem of unequal group size or variance can be overcome by using the unequal t-test:
If you want to compare the central tendency of 2 populations based on samples of
unrelated data, then the unequal variance t-test should always be used in preference to
the Student’s t-test or Mann-Whitney U test. To use this test, first examine the
distributions of the 2 samples graphically. If there is evidence of nonnormality in either

18

During the “non-peak” season (November 1 – April 30) the ticket prices as $20.00 for general
admission, $15.00 for seniors, and $11.00 for children.
19

http://graphpad.com/quickcalcs/ttest1.cfm
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or both distributions, then rank the data. Take the ranked or unranked data and perform
an unequal variance t-test. Draw your conclusions on the basis of this test (690).

Of the statistical results (presented in Appendix B), four proved to be statistically
significant, five were close to being of statistical significance, and thirteen did not allow
for rejection of the null hypothesis (i.e., that there was no difference between the groups
being compared). It was anticipated that there should be statistically significant
differences across the board, so low sample sizes may have negatively impacted
statistical analyses. Certain locales, in which observations were recorded, might have also
contributed to the outcomes. For instance, whether or not signage was engaged by a
group/visitor was found to have a measurable impact on the total time spent in both the
Indo-Malaya Pavilion and at the Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure. This was not true for the
African Rainforest Pavilion. It is likely that the low sample size and the signage
configuration (i.e., increased presence of interactivities [hand/foot molds and nearly lifesize cuts outs of the Gorillas] enabling momentary interaction) of African Rainforest
Pavilion affected this result.

6.4 Survey Analysis
6.4.1

Full-Length Survey Analysis

The majority of the eighty-nine full-length survey respondents where born in Toronto /
GTA or Ontario (56%), suggesting that many zoo-goers live in surrounding regions. Onequarter of respondents were born outside of Canada, many of whom were visiting
Toronto, indicating that the Zoo is a popular destination for tourists as well as Ontarians.
The average age of respondents was approximately 30 years old, though the largest
percentage fell within the twenty – thirty age category (48%). Most of the surveyed
individuals were familiar with the zoo, having attended in the last several years.
Respondents held a wide variety of careers, only a few of which reoccurred in the
data set (eleven individuals indicated they were students but given the high number of 20
– 30 year old respondents this is unsurprising). There was also a wide degree of
variability in the level of achieved education of the surveyed individuals. The most
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numerous answers were either college diploma (25%) or some university (25%). An
individual’s level of achieved education does not appear to have had a consistent effect
on how they answered a given question. This finding comes as a surprise as other studies
have found that level of education is positively correlated with concern for the natural
world and its constituents (Kellert, 1989). Though university and graduate degree holders
demonstrated greater knowledge of species endangerment and were more likely to
believe that species extinction in the wild was something that would personally affect
them in their day-to-day life (prior to entry to the Zoo), results were not consistent across
the board. For example, individuals without such degrees claimed greater interest in
animal and environmental conservation.
Individuals with university and graduate degrees did appear to be less affected by
their experience in the pavilion. In other words, respondents who had received ‘some
high school’ education, a ‘high school diploma’, a ‘college diploma’, or ‘some
university’ education often reported that the exhibit had positively affected their
perspectives and found signage to be more effective at communicating pertinent
information to them than those individuals who had received university or graduate
degrees.
The majority of the individuals surveyed were female (62%). This is consistent
with results from a survey conducted at the Philadelphia Zoo, which found that 67.7% of
respondents were female (Wagner et al., 2009). Most of the individuals surveyed at the
Toronto Zoo attended with their family (35%) or partner (40%). However, this does not
represent the average group structure of zoo attendees, as individuals without children
were the primary respondents of the written survey, as those with children were generally
uninterested in participating. My observations suggest that the majority of summer
visitors are family groups often led by females, which is again consistent with the
findings of another zoo-study that found three-fourths of visitors to be part of a family
group, males being slightly underrepresented (Morgan & Hodgkinson, 1999).
Respondents of the full-length survey listed their primary motivation for
attendance as entertainment (54%), followed by both education and entertainment as a
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distant second (39%). Such attendance-motivation trends are also present in other zoobased studies, finding that visitors are more aligned with recreational motivations than
educational, though the latter does remain an important, albeit secondary, motive
(Beardsworth & Bryman, 2001; Clayton et al., 2009; Morgan & Hodgkinson, 1999;
Mullan & Marvin, 1999; Woods, 2002). The secondary importance of education is
evident in respondents’ overwhelming support (88%) of the statement: “Do you feel the
Toronto Zoo has a responsibility to educate its visitors about animal and environmental
issues”20.
The majority of respondents said they were interested in animal and/or
environmental conservation prior to entering a pavilion or exhibit area, females being
somewhat more likely than males to indicate an interest in conservation. After visiting the
exhibit, the majority of individuals reported that they had not become more/less
interested in conservation over the course of the visit. However, a smaller percentage did
indicate that they had become more interested in issues pertaining to conservation. These
individuals were primarily females, 53% of whom stated they had become more
interested while only 27% of males reported the same. Despite this stated interest, only
18% said that they had supported or participated in animal and environmental
conservation efforts / programs.
When asked whether they were aware of the western lowland gorilla and/or
Sumatran orangutan’s critically endangered status in the wild before arriving at the
exhibit, 45% claimed that they were, with more individuals reporting an awareness of the
gorilla’s status than the orangutans. The succeeding question asks if the exhibit had
effectively conveyed this information to them, 42% agreed it had. Despite this stated

20

This value derives from the retrospective-pre portion of the question “Do you feel the Toronto
Zoo has the responsibility to educate its visitors about animal and environmental issues”. The
follow up question, regarding whether their time in the pavilion had changed their attitude, may
have confused visitors: 26 / 78 whom answered YES for the retrospective-pre portion have
repeated their answer. I hypothesize that these individuals checked this box without giving the
question proper consideration. This hypothesis is supported by the high percentages of
individuals that support the Zoo’s role as an educational institution in both the retrospective-pre
portion and in the short, verbal survey. I do not suspect that any experience in the areas study
would have changed this answer.
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knowledge, only 37% of individuals believed that species extinction in the wild is
something that would personally affect them in their day-to-day life before entering into
the studied area and an even smaller percentage (21%) reported that their experience in
there had altered this view.
A number of factors have led me to believe that included in the above data are
many incidences of over-reporting, i.e., an individual over-stating their knowledge or
interest in a particular subject. The first indicator appears when the written and verbal
survey results are compared and contrasted: individuals completing the written survey
were far more likely to indicate that they were aware of the gorilla’s / orangutan’s
critically endangered status before arrival than were individuals participating in the
verbal survey. A second indicator of over-reporting is evident when we consider how
individuals answered a question by area in which the survey was administered. Twentysix written surveys were conducted at the outdoor gorilla enclosure. Of the twenty
individuals who answered the question regarding whether the exhibit had effectively
conveyed information on the gorilla’s critically endangered status, the majority answered
yes, indeed it had. Unfortunately, there are no signs surrounding the outdoor enclosure
that provide such information. These results, in particular, confirm the presence of overreporting within the written survey data set.
Of the individuals who stated that the outdoor exhibit was effective at conveying
this information, only one held a university degree. This returns us to an earlier
discussion on how respondents without a university or graduate degree were more likely
to report that the exhibit had positively affected their perspectives and found signage to
be effective at communicating pertinent information to them. We can then hypothesize
that this sub-set of respondents (those without university or graduate degrees) has the
highest incidence of over-reporting and are perhaps most influenced by the presence of a
researcher. The tendency towards over-reporting has been posited elsewhere to be a result
of social desirability (Presser, 1990). A participant may feel a particular answer will both
please the researcher as well as align them with other respondents, i.e., one answer
appears could more “politically correct” or “socially desirable” than another, selection of
the former would then allow individuals to align themselves with the majority.
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Very few zoo studies have considered the impact of researcher presence on survey
results despite the widespread use of this medium as a measuring instrument. In fact, the
conclusions presented in the popular zoo-study “Why Zoos & Aquariums Matter:
Assessing the Impact of a Visit to a Zoo or Aquarium” (Falk et al., 2007) have been
criticized as being too far-reaching. Marino et al. (2010) assert that the study itself was
designed inappropriately and contains various threats to its validity that undermine any
conclusions made. A particular threat to validity highlighted by Marino et al. (2010) is
relevant to our discussion here, the threat being “demand characteristics”. This is one of
the most common threats to a study’s validity and is defined as “the tendency of
participants to alter their responses in accord with what they believe to be the researchers
hypothesis” (Marino et al. 2010:131). The conservation and education messaging in zoos
along with themes contained within the survey (both those of Falk et al. (2007) and my
own) have the potential to illuminate the researcher’s hypothesis, thus infiltrating the
study with demand characteristics that may undermine its validity (Marino et al. 2010).
In regards to this research project, I argue that while demand characteristics may
be embedded within the written survey, I believe any negative effects have been
mitigated by the employment of a mixed methodological approach. In other words, rather
than simply taking visitor responses at face value, I have been able to assess whether or
not such results appear consistent with other behaviours exhibited at the zoo. This also
speaks to a major conceptual weakness of the Falk et al. (2007), as highlighted by Marino
et al. (2010), being that the researchers only assessed what the respondents said they
believed or understood but not what they actually knew. While my own research did not
measure the level of knowledge an individual possessed, I have been able to ascertain
whether what individuals said was a true reflection of their desires and expectations of a
zoo visit by observing visitor behaviour. I recommend that future zoo-studies consider
the implications of the presence of a researcher and how this may negatively affect the
procured data set. I continue to believe the survey method is inherently useful but only
when combined with other methodological approaches that can confirm or deny the
survey results.
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6.4.2

Verbal Survey

One hundred and eighteen people completed the short, verbal survey. Of these
respondents seventy-five were female and forty-three were males, the majority of whom
were estimated to be between 30 – 39 years of age. On average, participants were
accompanied by either children or children and their partner. This is consistent with a
zoo-based study conducted by Morgan and Hodgkinson (1999) which found that since
zoos are major attractions the largest portion of visitors are usually family groups, as was
mentioned in the previous section.
Short, verbal survey participants listed their primarily motivation for attendance
as both entertainment and education (40%), followed by entertainment (21%). It has
been shown elsewhere that family outings tend to have more recreational leanings
(Morgan & Hodgkinson, 1999); however, here we see that many chaperons and/or
parents have highlighted education to be part of their motivation for attendance. This too
is consistent with the fact that 94% of respondents believed that the Toronto Zoo has the
responsibility to educate visitors about animal and environmental issues. While a parent
may indeed bring their child with the intention of educating them, my observations
suggest that this is not actually occurring for most visitors. For a parent, much time is
spent ensuring that each child is present and accounted for and is not, for example,
climbing up on to an exhibit railing; therefore, little time remains for them to read
available signage and/or educate to their children. Of course, this draws into question
what we define as “education” – does simply learning a new animal’s name constitute
“learning”? As this particular research project aims to investigate whether conservation
education occurs at the Toronto Zoo, I am interested in the presence or absence of a
higher level of knowledge transfer (i.e., beyond an individual learning of an animal’s
name). This is not to say that children or adults are expected to possess advanced
knowledge on primate biology or conservation but, rather, be successfully informed that
these species are indeed endangered and are in dire need of protection.
When asked whether they were aware that the western lowland gorilla and/or
Sumatran orangutan is a critically endangered species before arriving at the exhibit, 38%
claimed that they were. Again, more individuals report awareness of the gorilla’s status
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than the orangutan’s. This is also consistent with species classification (i.e., how a visitor
referred to the orangutans and gorillas) surrounding the exhibits: 76% of visitors were
able to properly identify the gorillas while only 58% were able to do the same for the
orangutans. This trend likely results from the relative popularity of the gorilla in pop
culture today. Films such as Gorillas in the Mist (Clegg et al., 1988), King Kong (Blenkin
et al., 2005), Rise of the Planet of the Apes (Chernin et al., 2011), and Walt Disney’s
Tarzan (Arnold et al., 1999) among others have popularized (and anthropomorphized) the
gorilla as a charismatic and exotic species. Orangutans, on the other hand, have received
less attention; the species’ most popular representations being King Louis in Walt
Disney’s The Jungle Book (Disney & Reitherman, 1967), and Clyde, who co-starred with
Clint Eastwood in Every Which Way But Loose (Daley & Fargo, 1978) and Any Which
Way You Can (Daley et al., 1980). The gorilla’s popularity with zoo visitors also explains
why the Toronto Zoo has focused greater attention on their indoor enclosure than they
have the orangutan’s. The former has received renovations in the last ten years, while the
latter has not been significantly updated since the Zoo opened in 1974. Furthermore,
signage surrounding the gorilla enclosure has been more recently updated and is more
plentiful in number.
The succeeding question inquired whether the exhibits had effectively conveyed
this information (species endangerment) to them, only ten individuals (8%) agreed that it
had. This stands as another indicator that written survey respondents were over-reporting,
as 42% stated that the exhibits had been effective at communicating this information.
Few respondents (29%) believed that species extinction in the wild is something that
would personally affect them in their day-to-day life. Once again, this represented a
reduction from the written survey response of 37%.
After several weeks of conducting verbal surveys, two new questions were
incorporated so as to capture the visitor’s voice, as the other questions generally yielded a
yes or no response, requiring them think about how they would like to answer the
question. The first additional query asked whether visitors felt as though they played a
role in the species’ (either the Sumatran orangutans or western lowland gorilla)
endangerment and/or the reasons why they are endangered. This was instituted to better
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assess if visitors felt they were connected to the natural world and whether they saw a
connection between their lifestyle and environmental issues around the globe. The second
additional question asked visitors how this information (i.e., the reasons why these
species are endangered) could be most effectively conveyed or how they would prefer to
see it presented. The goal of asking this particular question was to get a better sense of
what sorts of visual aids – written or otherwise – visitors would like to see at the zoo.
Forty-two individuals answered the first additional question, 67% indicating that
they believed they played a role in the species’ endangerment. Interestingly, almost half
of these individuals answered with a deflection (defined here as the distancing of oneself
from an issue, dissociating personal involvement or responsibility). This was achieved
through the use of words such as “we”, “everyone”, “humans”, “our”, and “man”
indicating that it as a global concern but not specifically their own. In addition, use of
“indirectly” or “in part” mitigated a personal level of involvement. More women (35%)
than men (11%) deflected their role. What is thus evident is that the majority of
respondents do have some level of understanding that our lives and consumer habits are
connected with environmental destruction and the related species endangerment.
However, it appears some individuals are uncomfortable with this involvement and
therefore deflect personal responsibility to act, to make a difference. Such distancing, in
combination with those that did not believe they were involved, lends to the continuation
of consumer and lifestyle habits that harm the environment.
When asked how they would like to see information displayed that pertained to
the orangutan’s and gorilla’s endangerment, 42% of individuals listed strategies that have
long been used by zoos, those being: signs/placards, talks/people, and even “as is”21.
What this suggests is that visitors have difficulty conceptualizing the zoo environment in
anything other than its current form. Many of these individuals did emphasize a desire to
have this information presented to them “quickly” and in an attention-grabbing format. In

21

The remaining participants listed: print, online/emails, smart phone application, child education
(in schools and at the Zoo), interactives, radio, video, behind the scenes, and marker of
endangerment.
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other words, people would like to be educated but do not want to take the time to seek out
the information and educate themselves. Furthermore, the nature of the zoo in the
summer months (pathways and pavilions filled with visitors) does not encourage
individuals to spend time reading signage. The emphasis on talks/people is also linked to
the desire to be taught or educated quickly as it does not require the individuals to locate
the information themselves, rather it is provided to them.
While a significant portion of short survey respondents highlighted current
strategies as desirable educational tools, other observations suggest that those strategies
are ineffective at transmitting pertinent information about the primate species in question.
The first indicator is that visitors, quite simply, are not taking the time to read the signage
available in the studied area. As aforestated, signage areas were monitored over the
research period for over eight hours and during this time only 185 people interacted with
the signage (included in this total are also prolonged glances). The figure alone, without
contextualization, means little. When we consider that the zoo sees approximately 8,000
visitors daily during peak season (June, July, August) we can see how truly minimal the
interaction is. Aside from times spent directly monitoring various signage areas, all other
observations made support this conclusion.
The second indicator that current educational strategies are ineffective is visible in
visitor behaviour during “Meet the Keeper” sessions (the sessions will be discussed in
greater depth in the following section). Over the course of the research period, a total of
fifty “Meet the Keeper” sessions were monitored. Both the keepers and I noted that
visitors began departing from the exhibit (also the location of the session) when the talk
turned to environmental destruction, endangerment of the species, and the role that we as
consumers play in the situation. Remaining individuals were also not usually engaged in
the keeper’s talk, often discussing amongst themselves or watching the animals on
display. Thus, while passionate keepers are providing the information to the visitors, this
does not necessarily mean they are receptive or that the information is being received.
The above behaviours, along with survey results from both the written and verbal
surveys, suggest that the primary motivation for attendance is indeed entertainment.
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While many parents did select ‘both entertainment and education’ as their attendance
motivator, observations indicated that the latter was quickly discarded or, perhaps, may
have never been the primary motive for attendance but rather a secondary aim. In the
following sections additional visitor behaviours shall be explored, illuminating the
prevalence of entertainment motives and disinterest in the conservation messaging and
educational materials.

6.5 “Meet the Keeper” Sessions
“Meet the Keeper” sessions are conducted at both the orangutan and gorilla enclosures,
occurring daily at 1:00 PM and 2:30 PM respectively. Depending on the size of the
audience, as well as which keeper is giving the talk, the format may vary, as there is no
formal script for the sessions. For larger crowds the keeper is usually on a microphone
and discusses the species on display before answering any visitor questions. For smaller
crowds, the keeper may not give a talk, instead offering to answer any questions the few
individuals present may have. In some instances, a talk is given but no Q & A time is
allotted.
At the orangutan enclosure, the keepers will position themselves somewhere in
VA 3 and begin the session by throwing food into the exhibit. Upon seeing the keeper the
orangutans move to the edge of their enclosure, nearest to VA 3, with arms outstretched
awaiting their snack. Visitors appear to greatly enjoy not only the close proximity of the
orangutans but are also thrilled by their ability to catch their food. Occasionally, sessions
will be limited to this interaction. More generally, however, keepers will begin their talk
by introducing the orangutans on display and those that are not (the six orangutans at the
Toronto Zoo are rotated out in groupings of four and two), providing their names, ages,
and relationships to one another. Each keeper follows their own “script” (a term I use
quite loosely here), from which they may vary on any given day, and also differ with
regard to the length of their talk, though it is usually between ten and twenty minutes.
After the introduction the keeper will discuss various features of the orangutan, which
may include their: arboreality and impressive climbing abilities; strength; intellect; diet;
geographic area of origins (both extinct and extant); reproductive lag; evolutionary
divergence from humans; solitary nature; maturation; maternal investment in offspring;
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home ranges in the wild; life span; and shared DNA with humans and other great apes.
Following the species overview, the orangutan keepers will then usually turn to
discuss the orangutan’s status in the wild and the various threats that endanger their
existence. This portion might contain information on: the palm oil industry and its
production; logging of the rainforest and associated dangers; extinction of the orangutan
in the wild in the next five to ten years; the pressures our current economic and consumer
habits are putting on Sumatran biodiversity; and the overwhelming need to encourage
people to make a change. It is during this portion of the talk that many individuals begin
to trickle away.
A question and answer period then begins, the most popular questions asked by
visitors being: Why is there water/moat in the enclosure? What are their names? What is
their diet? How long do they live? What are their names? Do you (the keeper) touch
them? Where are their iPads22? The aforementioned questions are just a selection but do
represent the most recurring questions asked, particularly the first regarding the moat.
One keeper, on occasion, would imbed questions into her script and it was evident that
this was greatly successful at keeping the visitors, particularly children, engaged in the
talk. These questions might include: Who knows what endangered means? Who knows
what extinction means? Can you name any of the orangutan’s natural predators?
The gorilla “Meet the Keeper” session is conducted in several different areas
depending on the gorilla’s location (i.e., indoor or outdoor enclosure). When only a few
people are present, which occurs frequently except during the months of July and
August23, the keeper will often approach a group of visitors and inquire if they have any
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The orangutan keepers at the Toronto Zoo have been introducing them to an iPad since spring
2012. The goal is to both communicate with them and also provide them behavioural enrichment.
Eventually, they hope the orangutans will be able to self-select their preferred activities and food
via the iPad. This venture was popularized by the Toronto media over the summer and became an
online advertisement for the Zoo.
23

On the average day, school groups have departed by 2:00 PM and fewer individuals are
entering the Zoo after this time (the remaining visitors are often “further in” to the Zoo by this
time as well), which explains why fewer visitors are present at the gorillas meet the keeper
sessions.
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questions. In contrast to the talk at the orangutan exhibit, gorilla keepers do not throw
food in to the enclosure, to the disappointment of many visitors. In fact, many visitors
expressed disappointment when they learned that the gorilla’s would not be “performing”
for them in some way. For example, I was asked on several occasions if the gorillas were
going to be performing or if the keeper was going to have them to do anything. As one
woman noted, “it’s so much fun when they get them to do things”; another Zoo visitor
remarked, “so they won’t have them dance or anything?”.
When a larger group of visitors is present, the gorilla keepers will give a talk not
unlike those given at the orangutan exhibit. Again, each keeper has their own “script” that
is susceptible to variation but on average the keepers will begin by introducing the troop,
providing their names, ages, relations, and personalities. They then move to discuss other
topics such as: life span; health problems; diet; supplements and medication; training for
medical examination; social organization; social organization and the role of the
silverback in the troop; the different species of gorilla; and intelligence. One keeper often
discusses the latter by telling stories about Josephine, the eldest gorilla at the Toronto
Zoo; visitors appear most engaged while these stories are being recounted and enjoy
these more personal anecdotes.
Following the above portion of the talk, gorilla keepers will then move to discuss
the western lowland gorilla’s status in the wild as well as the issues that threaten their
existence. Some keepers include elements of this particular topic throughout, a strategy
that I hypothesize to be far more effective at conveying pertinent information about the
gorillas to visitors. If the conservation rhetoric is interspersed throughout the script, I
believe individuals will be less inclined to leave the area as they have yet to hear some of
the information they desire and the impact of the upsetting material will be mitigated by
more “exciting” anecdotes (in the minds of the visitor). Keepers will generally discuss a
number of the following issues: the gorilla Species Survival Program (SSP); habitat
destruction due to mining and logging; bush meat hunting; the pet trade; population
numbers for all species of gorilla; disease transmission between humans and gorillas; and
how the technologies we use every day (cell phones, hand held devices, computers,
gaming systems) are linked to the environmental destruction within the gorillas’ home
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ranges. Discussion of the latter is usually preceded by a call for donations of old cell
phones, which the Toronto Zoo recycles and gives 100% of the proceeds raised to the
Goualougo Triangle Ape Project. When this portion of the session is left until the end,
some visitors are inclined to disperse.
Questions asked by individuals remaining after the conservation portion of the
session included, but are not limited to: What are their names? How long to they live?
How old are they? How much do they weigh? How tall are they? Are they friendly? Do
they fight? Which is the silverback? Do you (keeper) touch them / enter the exhibit / do
they recognize you? What do they eat? How many gorillas are there? How many males
and females? Do they feel emotions? What happens when Charles dies, who will breed /
replace him? Are they ever more active?
Two prominent themes emerge when we consider the questions asked at both the
orangutan and gorilla exhibits. People are, first and foremost, interested in the particular
animals on display as individuals and do not often consider them as representatives of
their species. They are most concerned with the names and personalities of the animals
than they are their status in the wild, this interest likely linked to the primary attendance
motivator of entertainment. In other words, visitors are most interested in the human-like
behaviours and personality characteristics of the animals on display (Tapper, 1988).
Secondly, visitors are very curious about the personal relationship and contact keepers
have with the animals under their care. I hypothesize that both of these trends are
intrinsically related to a desire to establish a personal connection with these awe-inspiring
animals. I have referred to this ‘personal connection’ earlier as a ‘romantic gaze’, i.e., the
desire to establish a connection and interact with the animal on display – this being
perhaps the most predictable pattern across zoos (Woods, 2002). Visitor preference for
unobstructed vantage points that situate them as close to the animals as possible is linked
to this desire. Given that the high degree of relatedness between gorillas, orangutans, and
humans I would argue that such a desire is further amplified, as there is undoubtedly a
certain degree of romanticism associated with the idea of cross-species connection. This
would seem particularly so when those great ape species have been shown to be capable
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of expressing a complex range of emotions and a profound ability to learn sign language
and use tools.

6.6 Observations & Visitor Behaviour
Throughout the discussion on direct follow data, survey results, and “Meet the Keeper”
sessions, clear evidence on the primacy of entertainment as an attendance motivator has
been presented. However, little information has been introduced on how visitor behaviour
– beyond movement and questions asked – reflects this desire. Conversations between
visitors that were held near the exhibits, as well as their behaviour, contain important
information on how an individual conceptualizes the animals on display. The following
discussion will further illuminate visitor desire to be entertained, as opposed to educated,
by the animals on display and their surroundings.
Evidence of the primacy of entertainment desires is present in many elements of a
zoo visit. Perhaps first and foremost is the effect weather has on attendance rates, as well
as how visitors spend their time at the zoo. During the summer season, rainy days would
see a drastic reduction in attendance – the entrance to the Zoo, usually filled with long
lines of anxious visitors, was emptied. The summer of 2012 was also a particularly hot
one, many days soaring above 30 degrees Celsius. Such heat would shorten the time
visitors spent in the pavilions; many adults remarked that it was simply too hot to remain
indoors for long. It appears that very hot days also see a reduction in the number of zoo
visitors24. We can further surmise, from yearly attendance rates, that the cold has a
similar effect on visitor attendance. What this suggests is that the presence and/or absence
of ideal weather conditions is highly correlated with whether or not an individual or
group decides to attend and, if they do, how long they stay.
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While I can only confirm trends present in the Indo-Malaya and African Rainforest pavilions
during such days, an ‘Attendance and Revenue Report’ presented at a Board meeting on
September 25, 2012 highlighted that June to August weather had been less than favourable due to
rain and high heat, noting that over the summer fifty-two days had a humidex exceeding thirty
degrees (twenty-two of which were over thirty-five degrees, another four over forty degrees)
(Toronto Zoo, 2012b).

71

Such trends in attendance indicate that visitors are out of touch with the fact that
the zoo is an out-of-doors experience, the temperature and other related conditions are not
regulated as they might be in a museum or science centre. “It’s like they want the whole
place to be air-conditioned” one keeper noted. The impact weather has on attendance
rates is linked to the popular perception that the zoo is a place to go to be entertained. If
faced with unfavourable weather conditions, visitors will often opt to delay their visit, as
it is unlikely that their goals of entertainment will be fulfilled. For example, on rainy days
many of the interactive and ride-like areas are closed (i.e., Splash Pad, Discovery Zone,
Gorilla Climb). This trend is also linked to a broader issue -- that is, the disconnect
between many urban dwellers and the environment but this shall be discussed in detail in
the next chapter.
Many behaviours and comments occurring around exhibits indicate an
individual’s desire to be entertained by the animals, as well as interact with them. For
instance, if the animals are sedentary or out-of-view, visitors will call, clap, and bang on
barriers in an effort to bring them closer and/or encourage them to do something
entertaining. (This, furthermore, illustrates a preference for an unobstructed view of the
animals, which is not consistent with the current trend towards immersive enclosures.)
Daily, I would note visitors expressing disappointment over animal inactivity, often
described by individuals as “boring” or “lazy”, suggestive of their expectation to be met
with some type of performance from the animal or actor. This is perhaps best
exemplified in the following comments: “Hey you, wake up. We paid our money to see
you” (adult female addressing Sumatran tiger), and “I wish they would run around on the
ropes… C’mon do something or we’re going to change the channel” (adult female
addressing orangutans). The inactive animal is less likely to hold visitor attention for as
long as an active one25, which is likely correlated to the fact that zoo-visitors are
predominantly of an “MTV” and “Sesame Street” generation which has popularized the
delivery of information in quick, entertaining sound bites.

25

It should be highlighted that visitors are simply not spending long at a viewing area in any
instance, though the time is certainly lengthened by increased activity levels.
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One of the comments also captures the idea that money is exchanged in return for
a good or service. Visitors pay money to go to the zoo and expect to receive something in
return, in many instances this being a fun and entertaining outing. An inactive animal,
then, may not satisfy this ‘agreement’, resulting in the visitor’s outward expression of
discontent with the animal’s level of (in)activity.
The majority of conversations had around the enclosures tend not to involve a
discussion of the species particularities (e.g., geographic area of origin, social
organization, diet), nor the issues that threaten their wild counterparts. Instead, visitors
are more keen to discuss/establish the relationships between the animals on display – for
example, “that one is the daddy and that one is the mummy”. Another visible trend is the
inclination to provide a running commentary on the animal’s behaviour, whilst
simultaneously ‘humanizing’ said behaviours. For example, “… making a mess, he’s a
messy boy” and, “Oh look! Mummy is putting baby down for a nap”. Their “behaviour is
certainly interpreted but it is interpreted as though it were motivated by humanlike
emotions” (Mullan & Marvin, 1990:122). Thus, the viewer makes no effort to truly
understand such behaviours. Visitors also frequently comment on the similarities between
the apes and their media representations. Perhaps most recurrent was the comparison
between the gorillas and Rise of the Planet of the Apes (Chernin et al., 2011). Because
signage is not often engaged, such conversations have not been bolstered by any
information learned during time spent at the enclosure. Summer visitors are thus
departing an area with the same level of knowledge about the animals that they arrived
with, however accurate (or not) that may be. This lack of interest in educational graphics
and conversational trends further reveals entertainment as the chief motivation for
attendance.
The prevalence of entertainment as the primary attendance motivator is not,
however, particularly surprising. Zoos have long been regarded as places of amusement
and recreation, particularly when compared to their museum and art-gallery counterparts
(Mullan & Marvin, 1999). This disparity is thought to result from the fact that items
displayed in museums and art-galleries are viewed as unique and irreplaceable, holding
inherent value. Animals at the zoo, on the other hand, are replaceable and are not
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“imbued with the aura of being part of a historical, cultural process” (Mullan & Marvin,
1999:122). Zoos are not conceptualized as serious places where learning occurs; instead,
they are viewed as a place people can go to amuse themselves by looking at exotic
animals.
It is reasonable to argue that the repositioning of the Toronto Zoo, among others,
as a ‘conservation, education, and research center’ has been somewhat premature. While
the zoo does intend to fulfill this goal, they are inhibited by the desires and expectations
of the visitor (financial constraints are also an issue for this partially government funded
institution). It is important to both shift popular perception of the zoo as well as
implement educational strategies that simultaneously entertain and educate. The inability
of the Toronto Zoo to accomplish the latter is the culmination of many factors, the largest
and most significant being non-receptive visitors, which further reinforces the prevalence
of entertainment as chief attendance motivator. These factors shall be discussed, in turn,
in the next chapter.
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Chapter 7

7

Discussion

7.1 Introduction
The preceding chapter demonstrated that despite the recent repositioning of zoos as
conservation and education centers, a visit to such institutions is predominately motivated
by entertainment goals, as confirmed by both survey data and observations of visitorbehaviour. Regardless of this desire, information on the critically endangered status of
western lowland gorillas and Sumatran orangutans is available for visitor consumption in
a free-choice learning format (although it is not displayed in a visually appealing or
gripping format and is often outdated26 -- a problem that needs to be addressed). Visitors
are therefore required to educate themselves while at an exhibit. This is quite simply not
occurring; the conservation and educational messaging is being sent but not received. The
issue, then, lies not only with the Toronto Zoo’s unappealing educational graphics but
also with the visitor. I propose that the disruption occurring between “message-sent” and
“message-received” is a result of an anthropocentric worldview held by many
Westerners, which establishes a set of binaries between self and other, society and nature,
human and animal -- and in so doing asserts human dominion and supremacy over the
environment and its non-human constituents. The presence of a complicated assemblage
of contested discourses at the Toronto Zoo further exacerbates and reinforces this
worldview. These dualisms result from a clash between in-zoo conservation education
narratives with discourses that have long been associated with the zoological institution,
such as: mastery, exploitation, othering, and entertainment (see Appendix C for a more
thorough discussion of the anthropocentric worldview and the institutionalization of
dominionistic discourses).

26

The signage surrounding both the orangutan and gorilla enclosures is out of date, the orangutan
‘bio-wall’ is out of date by at least six years and the outdoor gorilla ‘bio-wall’ by three or more
years. Most of the indoor gorilla signage was last updated in 2009.
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Today the available literature on human behaviour in zoos falls largely into two
camps (I refer specifically here to studies that consider the visitor and not those that
explicitly concern the animal): the first, comprised mostly of theoretical and
philosophical discussions, the second, quantitative analyses of visitor behaviour (see also
Davey, 2006). An extensive review of the literature uncovered just one previous study
(Ross & Lukas, 2005) that took a similar comparative approach to this thesis to assessing
zoo-goer knowledge of ape species on exhibit. I am not aware of any study that has
conducted research and analysis of visitor behaviour at an individual zoo that then goes
on to offer a historical and social explanation for the trends seen. Likewise, I am not
familiar with any theoretical and philosophical discussion of zoos that demonstrates how
these ideologies articulate in zoos on a more local scale. I aim here to bridge the gap
between these two approaches and show how visitor behaviour at the Toronto Zoo is
deeply embedded in the evolution of the zoological institution and social discourses
pertaining to the relationship between humans, animals, and the natural world.

7.2 Discursive Dualisms at the Toronto Zoo
Discourse is a notoriously difficult concept to define because the term has many
conflicting and overlapping definitions (Fairclough, 2002). ‘Discourse’ itself is also
constantly in flux and ever evolving, making it all the more difficult to pinpoint. The term
is used here to refer to language in use – both oral and written, which together may also
be called ‘text’. Not only do language structures shape text, but so too do historical and
social ideologies, societal relations, values, and norms. Language is used as a way to
view, and communicate with, the world around us. As such, this view may either result in
the maintenance and reinforcement of social structures and discourse, or to their
transformation (Gee, 1999, as cited in Danes et al., 2005). Discourse analysis is, then, not
limited to the study of text but also includes the study of patterns and correlations
between non-language matter (Danes et al., 2005). Thus, non-language matter – such as
human-made structures – is included in the following discussions as it is a physical
reflection of how our society orders the world around us and the discourses involved in
this process. In this view, discourse is constitutive, active in the construction of society
on various levels, and its power lies in its invisibility and, so, it is accepted by the public
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as ‘common sense’ (Fairclough, 2002). Of course, the relationship between discourse and
social structure should be viewed dialectically in order “to avoid the pitfalls of
overemphasizing on the one hand the social determination of discourse, and on the other
and the construction of the social in discourse” (Fairclough, 2002:65). The analysis of
language use, text, and non-language matter at the Toronto Zoo reveals the underlying
social and historical discourses (alternatively referenced to as ideologies, narratives, or
messaging), as well as how the anthropocentric worldview articulates on a more local
scale.
Within a given society, or institution, there are multiple and contrasting
discourses simultaneously at work within all areas of knowledge at any given moment.
For example, within the environmental movement (let us conceptualize this as an area of
knowledge for a moment), there are a multitude of ideologies subsumed under this single
narrative – e.g., the environmental extremists who systematically attack the capitalistic
West AND the capitalistic sympathizers who would prefer to work within the ‘system’ to
transform it. Since multiplicities of discourses exist within an area of knowledge, one (or
some) will often come to occupy a privileged position. Such ‘privileged discourses’
generally have a history of development related to the environment they dominate
(Holland & Cole, 1995).
The positioning of a particular discourse as privileged does not work to erase its
competitors but rather works to establish a discursive hierarchy. The discourse that tops
said hierarchy is expected to be the most prominent within society, embedded in its
‘moral code’ (Moore, 2007). For instance, within the zoological institution the historical
perception of captive animals as a source of entertainment dominates the institutions’
discursive hierarchy due to its long history with this environment27. The ideologies and
values of the anthropocentric worldview also work to reinforce this antiquated
perception. However, conservation ideologies are also present within such institutions,
suggesting that zoos must accommodate a multiplicity of discourses.

27

See Appendix C
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The resilience of the entertainment discourse within the zoo environment extends
beyond its continued reinforcement by various related ideologies over the years.
Discursive practices and categories are thought to have arisen beyond institutional
treatment and interaction and eventually come to be imposed upon the public through
those mediums. In other words, discourses arise out of social practices and then begin to
regulate them (Bender, 1998). Early-modern zoos, in part, evolved out of the period’s
prominent ideologies regarding humans, animals, nature, power, and entertainment, and
since have come to regulate such institutions. Thus, even as zoos attempt to transition
towards being conservation and education centers these early-modern period ideologies
continue to dominate the institutional discursive hierarchy making the transition difficult
and strained. In fact, social scientific research has questioned the effectiveness of
conscious efforts by institutions to engineer changes to discursive practices (Fairclough,
2002). The presence of these older discourses also makes it exceedingly difficult for
visitors to conceptualize the zoo as anything other than a place of entertainment as the
institution, at is core, remains fundamentally unchanged.
The dichotomies that exist between the “new and old school” discourses are thus
blaringly evident within the Toronto Zoo. These include: mastery versus harmony;
othering versus connection; and entertainment versus education. On the one hand, these
discourses incorporate a perception of nature, animals, and particular peoples as
subordinated “others” that reinforces the status quo of power relations (humans >
animals, humans > environment), and on the other hand, they emphasize the connections
between them (Milstein, 2009). Though harmonious, connective, educational discourses
are present within the Toronto Zoo, a discrepancy appears to exist between the Zoo’s
formal goals outlined in various mission statements and institutional agendas and their
actual performance.

7.3 Mastery/Harmony
The mastery versus harmony dichotomy was first identified by Milstein (2009) in her
paper “Somethin’ Tells Me It’s All Happening at the Zoo”: Discourse, Power, and
Conservationism to reference opposing ideologies that presented themselves at her fieldsite, ‘Zoo West’, a major urban zoo in the American West. In the Mastery/Harmony
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dichotomy, the former refers to the advocacy of human command, or dominion, over
nature for societal processes (and has been extended here to include exploitation themes).
The counter-ideology emphasizes the importance of harmony with nature, which
proponents hold is fundamentally necessary and that industrial progress threatens to
disrupt the human/nature equilibrium (Milstein, 2009).
The zoological institution, in and of itself, is a product of industrial progress and
human exploitation of the natural world and so harmonious messaging present in parts of
the zoo environment are generally undermined by the ideological underpinnings long
associated with this environment, i.e. mastery/exploitation. The very idea that “nature” is
a place the public must go to and pay an admission to see is suggestive of their presence,
exacerbating the ideological separation of humans from the natural world and hindering
conservation education efforts. The discursive dualism between mastery and harmony
can be seen within many realms of the Toronto Zoo, which shall be explored in the
following discussion of enclosure design, signage, and power relations.

7.3.1

Enclosures

The presence of mastery discourses is often disguised by the architecture of zoos, and its
exhibits, which represent idealistic ecosystems that in reality are suffering heavy
destruction (Baratay & Hardouin-Fugier, 2004). David Harvey (2012) has argued that
this artificial reconstruction and superficial preservation of the natural world is, in
actuality, the final victory of modernity and capitalism in that it masks its actual demise.
By presenting a version of the natural world untouched by Western society or modernity,
zoos are teaching and reinforcing destructive ways of relating to nature and animals by
masking human impact and showing visitors "a false sense of our place in the natural
order" (Jamieson, 1985:117). The ‘natural order’ that is displayed is also inaccurately
portrayed, as it is skewed in favour of the most appealing animal subset, large charismatic
megafauna (e.g., gorillas, orangutans, lions, pandas). Not only does this misrepresent our
place, but so too does it misrepresent space. For instance, in the cold-seasonal Canadian
climate, in a deciduous forest clearing, one can find an African savanna and Indonesian
tropical rainforest. Our ability to clear-cut an area and in it, build up non-native
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environments is indicative of the power and control we believe we hold over the natural
world.
Though such “natural” exhibits are a welcome development from their
predecessors (the barren, barred cages of the royal menageries and early-modern zoos),
the extent to which they are for the benefit of the animals or for the benefit of the visitors
is unclear. The animals are, in essence, actors and their enclosures are little more than an
assemblage of props (Mullan & Marvin, 1999). In the morning, they are released onto
their naturalistic stage for the entertainment of visitors. When the zoo closes for the day,
they head ‘back stage’, where the barren, barred enclosures of royal menageries and
classical zoos remain. The gorillas and orangutans stay in these cages overnight, often
separated by individual or mother/offspring pairs, until the following morning when they
return to the “set”. Though caging is done to ensure that each animal gets its adequate
nutrition and to guarantee its safety overnight, we still must consider who benefits the
most from the naturalistic enclosures – the animal or the visitor. The naturalistic
enclosures pacify feelings of discomfort many experience when viewing animals in
captivity and simultaneously disguise the lived reality of the species in the wild. In other
words, zoo visitors experience unease when viewing an animal in less than optimal
conditions, which reduces their level of entertainment. To combat this issue, naturalistic
enclosures both satisfy visitor emotions and optimize the living environments of captive
animals. The result is an entertaining environment that appeals to the conscience of the
zoo visitor (Mullan & Marvin, 1999).
These enclosures are inherently at odds with the harmonious discourses present in
posted signage (which hold that industrial processes have put at risk the human/nature
equilibrium, suggestive that true harmony can only exist outside the capitalist sphere of
production) by depicting a pristine natural environment untouched by modernity. Here I
speak specifically about the gorilla’s indoor enclosure as it is the only area studied that
can be classified as naturalistic. The mulched floor, oversized tree trunks, and natural
foliage (which the gorillas cannot access) depict an environment untouched by the
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widespread destruction that is occurring in the gorilla’s area of occurrence in the wild.
The mural on the eastern wall28 (see Figure 10 below) does highlight some of the effects
logging has on the gorilla’s natural habitat, but it does not accurately portray the
complete and total ecosystem destruction that results from logging and mining. Instead,
the ‘logging’ appears almost sustainable: fallen trees lie on a grassy forest floor while
others remain intact. The harmonious messaging of the surrounding signage is thus
undermined by the design of the gorilla enclosure as it suggests that this is a true
reflection of their natural environment, after all these ‘naturalistic enclosures’ are
believed to be replications of the ecosystems from which the animals originate. By this
depiction, it would seem that the human/nature relationship is very much in equilibrium.

Figure 10: Eastern Wall of Gorilla Indoor Enclosure
The orangutan enclosure and outdoor gorilla enclosure are little more than
oversized jungle gyms with stimulatory instruments scattered throughout (aimed at
mentally stimulating the gorillas and orangutans). The issue with such enclosures lies in
the further juvenilization of the animal and disassociation with their wild counterparts –

28

It would be remiss not to mention several other features surrounding the gorilla exhibit that
depict the presence of logging in their natural habitat. Tire tracks trace throughout the paved
walkway and beside VA 2 there is a small sign that reads ‘Congo Forestry Company’, which is
surrounded by several tree stumps, a rusted oil barrel, and a chainsaw. None of these features
garnered any attention from the visiting public during periods of observation.

81

the exhibit being more akin to the apparatuses we played on as children than their natural
environment.
Thus, the enclosures at the Toronto Zoo are indicative of the presence of
masterful/exploitative discourses in several ways. Firstly, the representation of exotic
environs in non-native localities is suggestive of human (especially Westerners) mastery
over the natural world – we have both the technologies needed to recreate said environs
and the financial means to procure the correct specimens for those environs. Secondly,
the enclosures (both naturalistic and non) are inaccurate depictions of the current
situation in many exotic environments, in that they mask the actual demise of those
environments and removes from the depiction threats, people, and modernity. Lastly, the
containment of animals may infringe upon on their liberty and health and is indicative of
human mastery over them (Jamieson, 1985).

7.3.2

Signs

Selections of signage text surrounding the gorilla and orangutan enclosures highlight the
dangers of industrialization and the threats it poses to the natural world. The following
examples, collected in both the African Rainforest and Indo-Malaya pavilions, illustrate
how zoo signage implicates various industries in the destruction of natural environs and
how each threatens to disrupt a harmonious relationship between humans and the natural
world.
•

Habitat Destruction Harms Gorillas. Habitat destruction caused by mining for charcoal
and coltan (used for making cell phones and other electronics), logging, and agricultural
expansion are all major factors contributing to the decline and endangered status of wild
gorillas.

•

Habitat loss for animals is a huge concern. When forests are destroyed animals are forced
to move into developed areas and human-animal conflicts arise. This also makes animals
more susceptible to poachers as they are easier to access.

•

What Does Palm Oil Have to Do with Orangutans? Palm oil is an edible vegetable oil
mainly produced in Borneo and Sumatra. It is found in many foods, cosmetics, and bath
products. Rainforests in these areas are being cut down or burned to clear land for palm
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oil plantations, and as a result the habitat of many species, including orangutans, is being
destroyed.

•

Rainforests are being cleared to create pastures for cattle for the meat industry, to obtain
oils to produce gasoline and plastic, and to utilize the trees for wood and paper products.

Despite the fact that signage material exposes the threat industry and
consumerism pose to ‘natural harmony’, they subsequently offer few alternatives for the
zoo visitor, providing only vague suggestions at how a viewer might work within the
confines of their society to combat the issue. In other words, while Zoo signage
highlights the dangers of industrialization and neoliberalism the recommendations given
for ‘environmentally conscious living’ fall within the confines of those spheres. The
suggestions include, but are not limited to: eating less meat, recycling, starting letter
writing campaigns, contacting news agencies, supporting animal organizations, donating
money, using less gasoline and plastic, and carrying reusable chopsticks. Thus, while
drawing attention to the threats industrial progress represent to ecosystems across the
globe (suggesting that such processes need to be countered to maintain the human/nature
equilibrium), the Toronto Zoo only offers strategies that lightly mitigate the impact of,
but do not fundamentally challenge, the processes that are putting gorillas and orangutans
most at risk.
As aforestated, some signage surrounding the orangutan and gorilla exhibits do
offer suggestions on ‘how you can help’ the wild populations of these species. One
particular piece of signage situated around the gorilla exhibit lists ways visitors can get
involved29 and then goes on to explore how we are saving the gorillas. The information
provided is as follows:
•

29

Gorillas are legally protected in countries where they live.

Join a gorilla protection organization; Spread the word – tell your friends about the need for
gorilla conservation; Recycle and/or reuse wood products, including paper, to help save the trees
and forested environments; Also recycle electronics to reduce mining for coltan, a metallic ore in
cell phones and laptops. Mining is a great threat to the gorilla’s habitat; Support companies that
use certified wood, indicated by the Forest Stewardship Council’s logo!
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•

International treaty called CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Flora and Fauna) regulates trade in threatened species, including gorillas.
Gorillas as listed in Appendix I, which strictly prohibits their trade.

•

The International Union for Conservation (IUCN) is an international organization that
supports the conservation of wild living resources. The IUCN has classified all
subspecies of gorillas as endangered or critically endangered.

•

Ecotourism helps to protect wild gorillas with the money spent by tourists who visit
animals in national parks. Money is used for monitoring gorillas, paying park guards,
establishing education programs, building schools and clinics, and more.

The above inherently contradicts the earlier messaging of the sign – i.e., that the gorilla is
an endangered species and that visitors can make a difference / play a roll – by suggesting
that the situation is very much under control, masking its continued severity. What is
presented is an exceedingly simplistic representation of the circumstances and the actors
involved. Firstly, legal protection in countries of occupation does little to deter either
bushmeat hunting or unsustainable logging practices. Secondly, neither CITES nor the
IUCN have effective legal arms that can prosecute lawbreakers. Thirdly, ecotourism is
not a reliable source of funding as the political climate of Central and West Africa is
often in flux. In situations of turmoil, ecotourism revenue could be cut off for years at a
time. Lastly, these points suggest that we are able to manage, control, and regulate the
situation by establishing protected parks and international organizations.
Further complicating the matter is the presence of the mastery/exploitation
narrative in the conservation education signage surrounding the gorilla and orangutan
enclosures and are best illustrated by the following examples (emphasis added):
•

Research can help us understand the complex connections among living things in the
rainforest. The information gathered can be used to make wise decisions about the future
of this complex and important ecosystem. Western lowland gorillas are being habituated
to humans in order to attract eco-tourists as part of a large research project in Central
African Republic. If successful, the project could result in gorillas becoming more
valuable alive than dead. The added benefit is the protection of the whole rainforest
ecosystem.

•

Let’s not forget we share our rivers with wildlife!
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•

‘Why should we save gorillas?’ Gorillas are the third closest relative to humans after
bonobos and chimpanzees. Human and gorillas share a common ancestor and only 1.4%
of human genes differ from those of gorillas. Allowing them to disappear would be a huge
loss of information about the evolution of modern humans.

•

Rainforests continuously convert carbon dioxide into oxygen, the air we breathe;
Rainforests provide us with medicines and foods…

These examples all propel the ‘saviour’ discourse, which aims at inspiring and
encouraging conservation action on the basis of human benefit, and support the
perception that the environment is something that can be owned and controlled by
humans. These views, furthermore, suggest that humans are to manage, and make
decisions for, a wide variety of species and environments. While this is certainly true to
an extent – i.e., humans must decide to cease or limit environmentally harmful practices –
the implication of the text is that the natural world is ours do to with as we see fit.
The multiplicity of messaging present within the signage surrounding both the
gorilla and orangutan enclosures complicates the harmonious messaging and
simultaneously undermines its goals (e.g., conservation education). Advocacy for
society/nature equilibrium is deterred by other, more prominent, discourses that have a
long history with the zoological institution and thus dominate the discursive hierarchy in
this realm. Though the Toronto Zoo well establishes its commitment to conservation
education on an institutional level (i.e., in their mission statement and strategic plan), this
commitment does not appear to translate onto the signage displayed in the African
Rainforest and Indo-Malaya pavilions.

7.3.3

Power Relations

The display of animals is a process of power that establishes human mastery over the
captive animal. The gaze of the visitor further reinforces this set of power relations,
determining the animal as an object and projects the expectations and desires of the
visitor onto the animal (Milstein, 2009). The animals can become anthropomorphized and
applauded for their more human-like characteristics (play, nurturing, signs of
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aggression)30. In contrast, visitors at the Toronto Zoo express disgust over their more
‘animal-like’ traits – including acts humans prefer to do in privacy – including,
defecation, urination, mating, regurgitation and re-ingestion; one female visitor went so
far as to ask the keeper if the orangutans had been litter-box trained. The Toronto Zoo
also feeds into this unrealistic expectation by having bowel movements removed from the
enclosures throughout the day. The gaze and power of the visitor modifies the behaviour
(via the habits institutionalized by the zoo in response to visitor desires) of these animals
and converts captive great apes into zoo pets. In doing so, the connections between these
individuals and their wild kin become even more invisible.
Exacerbating the perception that these animals are zoo pets / our pets (and thus
masking the lived reality of the species in the wild and asserting human mastery over
them) is the Toronto Zoo’s ‘Adopt-An-Animal’ program. The Merriam-Webster
dictionary (2013) defines “adoption” as the “act of transferring parental rights and duties
to someone other than the adopted person's biological parents” (para. 1). Humans adopt
children or pets for a number of reasons but the extension of this ability onto zoo animals
suggests that humans also are entitled to parent “wild” animals. The certification of
adoption that “zoo parents” receive, serves to further anthropomorphize the animals on
display and individualizes the interest visitors express toward their adopted zoo-pet. In
other words, the direction of visitor attention towards one particular animal establishes a
sense of power, possessiveness, and ownership over that animal – i.e., “there’s my little
guy” (a saying I heard quite frequently). As a result, attempts to establish a connection
between the animals seen on display and those in the wild/their environment are further
compromised.
Feelings of ownership and possession are highly evident in the conversations that
occur around the gorilla and orangutan enclosures. In fact, an individual’s “level of
closeness” appears to be a source of competition and works to establish a loose human

30

This is certainly more true of some species than others. The gorillas and orangutans, as outlined
in the above discussion, are highly anthropomorphized; the same would not necessarily be true of
other species at the Toronto Zoo (e.g., the Komodo dragon).
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hierarchy based on whom is the closest to the animals. This is usually ordered as follows:
full time keepers, part-time keepers31, volunteers, frequent visitors, and the general
visiting public. These linguistic habits suggest that the perception that humans hold
power and ownership over ‘our zoo pets’ is deeply engrained in how our society views
animals and where we stand in relation to them.
Further reinforcing the idea that captive animals are ‘our’ pets is the practice of
naming zoo inhabitants, which simultaneously encourages anthropomorphic tendencies.
The two naming trends at the Toronto Zoo are the ascription of Anglophone type names
(Charles, Josephine, Samantha, Barney) versus foreign/exotic like names (Ramai, Sekali,
Ngozi, and Sadiki). Such a practice is indicative of the animals’ incorporation into the
human world, as the process of naming non-human animals, both in and outside of the
zoo environment, is in many ways a result of their confinement and individuality. Wild
animals do not share this relationship with humans; they are distanced and credited with a
“species personality” (i.e., any individual of that species being supposed to have the same
character as any other member) rather than being individuated. Naming and
individualization risks exaggerating an animal’s personality at the expense of its
animalness (Mullan & Marvin, 1999). Furthermore, it jeopardizes connections
conservation education aims to make between the animal being viewed and its wild
counterparts.
The above discussion highlights the predominance of the mastery discourse over
the harmonious counter theme at the Toronto Zoo. This finding is consistent with
Milstein’s (2009:28) observation that the counter-theme of harmony does not receive
“equal air time”. Though the institution has a stated commitment establishing a
society/nature equilibrium at an institutional level32, such values and/or commitments do

31

Full vs. part-time is not used to refer to a keeper’s employment status but rather the amount of
time they spend with a particular species. Some keepers work solely with the gorillas and
orangutans while others are with them less often, dividing their time across several exhibits but
are often situated within a particular ‘geographic’ region / pavilion.
32

As is evident in their mission statement: “The Toronto Zoo will a dynamic and exciting action
centre that inspires people to love, respect and protect wildlife and wild spaces” (City of Toronto,
2011).
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not seem to be well articulated at the ‘local level’ with which the visiting public interacts.
As most visitors do not read the available signage material (which presents some
harmonious messaging), they are then presented with a singular, uncontested view of the
natural world – that is that the global environs are unaffected by human action. The fact
that mastery tops the institutional discursive hierarchy comes as little surprise due to its
long history with the institution, in large part a result of the fundamental canons of the
anthropocentric worldview/system of thought (that is, human mastery over animals and
the natural world).

7.4 Othering/Connection
Various messaging and narratives contained within the zoo environment attempt to
establish connection between visitors and the natural world, in hopes of educating and
inspiring those visitors to participate in conservation action. Unfortunately, this often
results in the othering of geographies, peoples, animals33, and environmental issues by
the removal of Western peoples and processes from the equation. The
othering/connection dichotomy is another identified by Milstein (2009)34. The isolation
of these peoples, places, environments, and animals is particularly dangerous as it
prevents the establishment of global connections across difference and creates zones of
awkward engagement, “where words mean something different across the divide even as
people agree to speak” (Tsing, 2005:xi).

33

Of course – this is an obvious fact – because the animals on display are not human, they then
must be “other” individuals. However, the ‘othering’ of animals extends beyond the simple fact
that they are non-humans and references their subjection to a lower position on the Great Chain of
Being and, in turn, their exploitation as a result.
34

A caveat: the concept and usage of ‘othering’ is at once helpful and hindering. It allows me to
reference much, whilst simultaneously dissolving the argument (as it can subsume under its
umbrella different types of othering – e.g., our dogs versus exotic animals). The particular “kind
of othering” I reference here with the usage of the terminology is a distancing and alienation of
peoples, places, animals, and nature.
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Connective discourses present in various messaging at the Toronto Zoo – e.g., in
mission statements (see footnote 32 on previous page), strategic directions35, educational
programming, and signage – are contested by the very design of the zoo environment.
The increased focus on naturalism within zoos internationally has resulted in a deemphasis on the barriers between visitors and the animals. While these dividers still exist,
they are more likely to be in the form of moats or glass panels than steel bars. Despite
this recent make-under, the divide between humans and animals remains and is present in
a variety of forms at the Toronto Zoo. Naturalistic barriers, concrete pathways, and
defined viewing areas reinforce our power over, and disconnect from, the animals on
display. In so doing, the animal/nature and modernity are juxtaposed, the ‘modern world’
existing only on the viewer’s side of the divide.
Instances of othering and connection are present in the signage displayed around
the gorilla and orangutan enclosures, the former undermining the goals of the latter. The
examples listed in the previous section contain several examples of connective
messaging, such as:
•

Let’s not forget we share our rivers with wildlife!

•

Tropical rainforests are rich in plant and animal species, many of which have yet to be
identified; Rainforests continuously convert carbon dioxide into oxygen, the air we
breathe; Rainforests provide us with medicines and foods; Indonesia is facing the highest
rate of tropical rainforest loss in the world…

These statements are aimed at illuminating the interconnectivities between humans and
the environment; however, the possessive wording and focus on benefits humans reap
from nature complicate the connection by suggesting (as mentioned) that the natural
world is something that humans own, or at least control. This ‘possessive’ perception of
nature then removes humans from the equation and reinforces the age-old society/nature
dichotomy.

35

Example: “Create dynamic habitats that celebrate the spectrum of plants and animals and
connect people with nature” (City of Toronto, 2011:7).
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Much of the signage surrounding the gorilla and orangutan enclosures fails to
illustrate the role Toronto Zoo visitors, and by extension Westerners, play in the
destruction of the tropical rainforests / the habitats of these rare species they are
observing. For example, the ‘Rivers and Rainforest’ sign in DJA, African Rainforest
Pavilion, states that ‘human activities affect aquatic life’, and goes on to list several
examples of how this occurs. The human activities provided include:
1. Farming which “accounts for up to 80% of the water use in Africa”;
2. Fishing “an important source of food and revenue”;
3. Dams “for hydroelectric power are increasing along rivers as urban centres grow”;
4. Transportation “for centuries humans have used rivers for transport through the dense
rainforests”;

5. Logging “forests store rainwater like sponge. When the rainforest is gone flooding and
erosion results”.

The images occurring alongside points 1 and 2 portray Africans harvesting crops and
fish. Each picture depicts food procurement strategies much unlike the agriculture and
fishery practices of the industrial-West, representing “low yield” practices such as slashand-burn and fishing via nets. Not only does this geographically isolate the ‘issues’ at
hand but also implicates local peoples as the culprits and suggests an absence of
modernity. The latter three activities (dams, transportation, logging) outlined fail to
establish connections between the role Westerners and developed nations play in these
trends. The connective header ‘human activities affect aquatic life’ is thus undermined by
the isolation of the issue to a foreign geographic area and by linking it to a particular
group of peoples, removing from the equation the implications the lifestyle and consumer
habits of Westerners have on the environment worldwide.
Though the following image (see Figure 11 below) is not displayed in either the
Indo-Malaya or African Rainforest pavilions, I think it is important to include as it
encapsulates the absence of Westerners and modernity from issues pertaining to
conservation. After all, a picture is worth a thousand words.
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Figure 11: Indian Rhinoceros Pavilion Mural
This mural is displayed in the Indian Rhinoceros Pavilion, a small building located in the
Indo-Malaya Pavilion section of the Zoo. Who is this man? Who is this woman? The
colour of their skin suggests that they are Southeast Asian. The man is overweight, a sign
of laziness36, and the woman stands menacingly in a market hut selling rhinoceros horns
– the gendering of societal roles is widely apparent here (man as hunter, woman as
homemaker/merchant). The mural simultaneously issues several messages to the viewer:
poachers are non-Westerners, malicious towards nature, lazy, and looking to turn a quick
profit. This representation is precarious as it frees Western influence and involvement.
European and North American corporations are largely responsible for the opening up of
rainforests, and other such areas, granting poachers access via their mining and logging
roads. The hunting of animals has greatly expanded due to this increased accessibility and
commodification of animal appendages (e.g., horns, tusks, fins). The widespread
distribution of modern weapons and ammunition – by the same corporations – further
exacerbate the issue (Peterson, 2003)37.

36

This is specifically a Western interpretation of the imagery, as in many non-Western societies,
an individual we might consider “over-weight” could be regarded as “healthy” or “successful, or
“powerful”.
37

For the purpose of this discussion, the role/involvement of Westerners has been simplified. If
we were to explore this further, we would need to consider the growth of modern cities and
populations, as well as capitalism and consumerism.
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Significantly, Westerners do make an appearance in the second half of this mural
(see Figure 12 below). The West is once again construed as the saviour, as the resolution
to the problem and not the cause of it. This illustration does not contain any elements of
nature, suggesting that Western society exists outside of, or apart from, the natural world.
The implication is, then, that the society/nature dichotomy that exists is, in actuality, one
between Western society and nature and thus peoples existing outside38 of the Western
world – elsewhere referred to as ‘biosphere people’ (Alcorn, 1995) – are held as being
more akin to nature or the wild. As we have seen previously in this chapter, this
perception is not at all new. The presence of test tubes, beakers and pie charts insinuates
that Westerners possess scientific understandings and thus privileges this form of
knowledge over more traditional conservation approaches. Relevant here too is the
Caucasian male’s position in the forefront of the image, pointing to a blackboard as if
teaching; this communicates to the viewer that the Western approach to nature or
conservation need be taught or imposed upon foreigners. This mural, while highlighting
Western involvement at one end of the spectrum, effectively others the issue at hand and
the peoples and places involved.
The relative absence of Western involvement in environmental issues, and by
extension the natural world, extends beyond signage text to the architectural
representations of particular peoples and places or lack thereof. In some instances, such
as in the Indo-Malaya Pavilion, the depiction of human presence in this part of the world
is non-existent. There are no indications that the Indonesian and Malaysian rainforests are
shared (albeit unequally) by humans and non-human animals. This particular
representation of the natural world is dangerous as it intensifies the perception that
humans stand separate from it and that exotic environments remain untouched by the
modern world, reinforcing the society/nature binary in so doing.

38

Within the field of anthropology, the premise that there are no groups of peoples that exist
“outside” of the global economy or ones untouched by Western influence is widely accepted.
Thus, I speak here specifically of public opinion and ideologies – though perhaps this perception
is not always loudly articulated, it exists at a molecular level in society and underlies much of the
anthropocentric worldview.
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Figure 12: Indian Rhinoceros Pavilion Mural
In other areas of the Zoo, the presence of humans is illustrated to a degree. The
DJA Forest Reserve, located in the African Rainforest Pavilion, is one such area. The
‘reserve’, designed after a research station located in Mbeli Bai in the Democratic
Republic of Congo, is constructed primarily of unfinished wood with several sections
containing thatched walls and windows (see Figure 13 below). Its appearance is rustic
and unfinished, lacking modern design features. The front half of the room is dedicated to
the display of signage (some of which has been analyzed above), whilst the back section
appears to be the research area. The latter is sparsely decorated but for a few empty
shelving units, a travel trunk, and a desk atop with sits a typewriter and empty file
organizers. The overall lack of décor, thatched walls, and dated technology (i.e., the
typewriter) suggests that the room is stuck in time, untouched by modernity.
Though the research station is a replication of one located in the Democratic
Republic of Congo, the people that are seemingly represented are not local individuals
but foreign researchers. The presence of a travel trunk insinuates that this is a place
people must journey to, and remain, for only a short period of time. This narrative is
visible in other research stations throughout the Zoo in the presence of travel gear and
letters back home. The message that is transmitted further exotifies the wilderness by
removing the presence of local peoples.
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Figure 13: DJA Forest Reserve
While the representation of local peoples that live sympatrically with wild
animals is not present in either the Indo-Malaya or African Rainforest pavilions, other
areas within the Toronto Zoo do attempt to represent such communities. The most
developed illustration of human and animal sympatry is found in the African Savanna
section of the Zoo. Throughout the area, various huts (designed after clay and wattle and
daub structures) have been erected to represent West and Central African homes and
farms, surrounding which are vegetable gardens and clothes drying on the line. These
peopleless places appear abandoned. This absence, along with a relative lack of modern
developments39, binds the peoples and places represented. This boundness holds them
static across both time and space and establishes a binary between the modern self and
the exotic other.
During the summer months, the Toronto Zoo organizes the African Cultural
Festival. The event is described on the Zoo’s website as the:
… experience of African Culture in our own African Savanna. Immerse yourself in the
sights and sounds of African music, cultural craft and art demonstration. Traditional and

39

By this I am not insinuating that these huts are lacking modern technology and should have a
television displayed in them, rather I am highlighting the fact that such representations insinuate
that such places exist outside of the capitalist world order.
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contemporary visual artists and performers will transform the African Savanna landscape
of the Zoo into an interactive Market Place for our visitors to learn and engage in the
African experience. Visit one of the many artist booths and taken home an article of
authenticity, including handcrafted wooden masks, soapstone and ebony carvings, handwoven textiles, painted candles, traditional African musical instruments and more! (The
Toronto Zoo, n.d.)

A West African festival volunteer spoke on the goal of the festival, which is to
demonstrate to visitors that in Africa people live side-by-side with wildlife and are not
separated from it, though they recognized that it is a very commercialized venture. The
commercialization of ‘African culture’ contributes to the “illusion that there exists a precapitalist sphere untouched by Western colonialism” (Morbello, 1996:521). Also deeply
problematic is the presentation of a singular ‘African’ identity40, which subsumes under
its umbrella a multitude of languages, traditions, religions, and social organizations.
The souvenirs that can be purchased in the African Savanna market place present
to the visitor a “culture” (in the most reified sense of the word) that belongs to the other,
a culture that seems traditional or natural because of its perceived separation from
modern Western society. In conjunction with other representations of non-Westerners at
the Toronto Zoo, ethnic crafts constitute a final step in the construction of exoticized
others (Morbello, 1996). Commodification of peoples, animals, and the environment also
extends to the various gift and souvenir shops and naming practices throughout the
Toronto Zoo (i.e., building and animal names). This othering and commodification of
peoples, places, and animals has a long history with the zoological institution – a result of
the imprisonment of both people and animals for entertainment, the ‘entertainment’ factor
arising from the perception that those viewed were inherently different from the
Eurocentric viewer.

40

This singular African identity also contributes to a common misperception that Africa is a
country (Milstein, 2009). A frequent Toronto Zoo visitor (attends 5 + times a week) also drew
attention to this issue, adding that many people are also unaware that South Africa is not just the
southern portion of the continent but actually a country in and unto itself.
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Despite the presence of connective messaging in the Toronto Zoo’s mission,
programming, and signage, other features of the Zoo environment mask the lived reality
of peoples and animals in different parts of the world. This results in the differentiation of
humans as the standard dominant group from “animals, nature, and at times other
humans... [and] serves not only to justify exploitative views and practices, but also to
divorce humans from the knowledge that they are, in fact, animals and part of nature”
(Milstein, 2009:27). This critique of othering and connective discourses is complicated
by well-meaning intentions of zoo staff, particularly keepers and volunteers, and a
genuine effort to make the Toronto Zoo a site of connection and harmony, within the
confines of the institution, by many involved (Milstein, 2009). That being said, it would
appear that the ‘corporate’ side of the institution (Board of Management, Chief Executive
Officer) remains dedicated to increasing revenue and thus commitments to connection,
harmony, and education are also undermined by the increased presence of entertainment
features.

7.5 Entertainment/Education
The idea that a fun and engaging educational experience is far more effective at
conveying a message to participants holds a great deal of merit, so much so that the idea
is clearly articulated in many institutions’ mission statements. However, it is up for
debate as to whether the ideologies espoused in these mission statements misrepresent or
overstate zoo activities. Several zoo-based studies (e.g., Falk, 2007 and Jensen, 2001)
have argued that institutional education programming (both formal and informal) has
been largely successful and so I anticipated seeing similar results at the Toronto Zoo, in
large part – I hypothesized – as a result of the marriage of entertainment and education
agendas. However, it appears that the Zoo’s entertainment features override its informal
educational messaging despite its conservation education mission to “engage
communities by providing the tools and knowledge to connect to nature and protect our
natural world” (Toronto Zoo, n.d.b). Again, it is important to note that this argument is
constructed based upon the behaviours of the Zoo’s summer visitors and does not
comment on the success of various programming that incorporates both education and
entertainment (i.e., kids camps).
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The educational discourses espoused in the Toronto Zoo’s mission statements and
in various free-choice learning features are undermined by the entertainment motivations
of the zoo visitor. In other words, the institutional goal of educating the public on issues
that pertain to animal and environmental conservation are impeded by the pedestrian
goals of the average zoo visitor. The focus on entertainment is not, however, an agenda
pushed solely by the visitor. Entertainment discourses and features are present, and
prevalent, at the Toronto Zoo, which encourages and accommodates visitor entertainment
motivations. Attractions such as the ‘Gorilla Climb’ and ‘Splash Island (a two acre water
park) help to increase attendance rates and garner more attention than educational
elements – sometimes more so than the animals themselves.
For the summer visitor the learning experience is largely informal (e.g., signage
and “Meet the Keeper” sessions). As we have seen in preceding chapters, this free-choice
learning strategy is greatly limited in that it requires the active participation of visitors,
but they are simply not engaging with the available materials; as noted by one zoo
keeper, unless they are in directed programs visitors are not really absorbing information.
The limitations of the free-choice learning environment are exacerbated by the fact that
few programs are available for the average visitor and volunteers, the Zoo’s ‘front line’
for visitor interaction, are unequally41 positioned throughout the Zoo during the summer
months. Over the course of the research period, no volunteers were observed to be
present in Indo-Malaya Pavilion. Though volunteers were more often stationed around
the indoor gorilla enclosure, this number decreased as the summer wore on and the
gorillas moved to their outdoor exhibit. The lack of volunteer presence is a significant
disservice to the educational process at the Toronto Zoo, as a competent volunteer has the
potential to positively influence visitors. Entertainment features, on the other hand, were
constantly staffed during the summer months. Obviously, this is to ensure visitor safety,
but it is nonetheless suggestive of the institutional commitment to visitor entertainment.

41

By this I mean volunteers are more likely to ‘sign up’ (volunteers chose the time and area they
wish to work in) for busier, cooler sections of the Zoo during the summer season – generally
somewhere out of doors and not, or not often, present in the Indo-Malaya and African Rainforest
pavilions.
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In addition to volunteer/staff absence from education stations surrounding the
gorilla and orangutan enclosures, the ‘Conservation Connection Centre’ (located directly
outside the Indo-Malaya Pavilion) also remains closed. Though this space is generally
used for school/camp programming and other occasional events, the absence of
volunteers/staff and learning activities for the general visiting public in this area is
unfortunate as the Zoo misses out on a prime education opportunity. Of course, not all
unused spaces at the Toronto Zoo need be utilized for conservation education but by
leaving the ‘Conservation Connection Centre’ empty, the Zoo simultaneously reinforces
entertainment agendas and sends a potentially dangerous (albeit unintentional) message
to visitors: that there is nothing about conservation that they need be educated on.
As stated earlier in this chapter, the signage surrounding both the gorilla and
orangutan enclosure is several years out of date and in much need of a face lift. Thus, the
installation of two brightly coloured signs – located at both the orangutan and the gorilla
outdoor exhibits – in early September came as much needed additions. Unfortunately, of
these signs neither contained information relevant to the endangered ape species or issues
pertaining to conservation. Rather both signs offer “Photo Tips”, advising visitors on how
to achieve greatest clarity and mask the presence of barriers (such as the mesh fence that
surrounds the gorilla enclosure). These signs were posted in conjunction with ‘Canon
day’ (Canon being a ‘featured sponsor’ of the Toronto Zoo), during which photo experts
offered advice on how to best photograph the animals at the Zoo and free admission was
provided to visitors with a Canon camera. The posting of such signage is indicative of the
institution’s competing priorities - entertainment and education - and demonstrates the
former often wins out over the latter. In other words, the above signage was erected with
the presumed goal of better accommodating visitors over updating pre-existing
educational graphics.
Other indicators further suggest that the institution’s declared commitment to
conservation education is overstated and that its predominant focus lies with visitor
entertainment and satisfaction. This is evident not only in the construction of
entertainment-focused attractions and signage but also institutional inaction in several
realms. For instance, over the course of the research period a number of conservation
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awareness weekends were held at the Zoo – most notably for the Indian rhinoceroses and
Sumatran orangutans. However, the development and execution of such events was
almost entirely keeper-driven, the involvement of the Zoo’s corporate arm (in the
orangutan awareness event) was limited to the purchasing of rubber bracelets that were
sold, with the money gained from the bracelet sales being donated to the Sumatran
Orangutan Society. Such events are thus a result of passionate keepers keen to educate
and influence the public and are, therefore, are not reflective of an institution-wide
commitment to education.
The recent development of major entertainment features is undoubtedly linked to
the ever-increasing cost of running the institution. After all, zoos are also part of a
consumer-driven world market and are, thus, subject to pressures to increase visitor
numbers and attract corporate sponsors in order to increase revenue (Milstein, 2009). The
money raised from the charging of visitors for admission, parking, rentals (strollers,
wagons, wheelchairs), rides (carousal, camel, pony), and the ‘Gorilla Climb’ is an
important source of funding. However, many of these attractions support and encourage
the entertainment motivations of visitors and undermine any educational efforts made
elsewhere in the zoo environment for the average summer visitor. This suggests that few
visitors are leaving the zoo with significantly better understandings of wildlife
conservation or ecosystem management, confirming the results of other studies
(Balmford et al., 2007; Conway, 2007; Marino et al., 2010; Reading & Miller, 2007). The
retention and prominence of entertainment discourses at the Toronto Zoo, despite its
stated commitment to conservation and education, is – I propose – in large part a result of
the long history of these discourses with the zoological institution. Not only has visitor
entertainment long been a main concern of various zoos across Western Europe and
North America, but so do has entertainment been the primary attendance motivator. It
appears that this tradition has not been broken despite some institutional efforts to
increase conservation education.

7.6 Conclusion
The recent repositioning of zoos, specifically the Toronto Zoo, as conservation
and education centers has been undermined by the retention of discourses that have long
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been associated with such institutions (and its earlier forms, i.e., menageries and earlymodern zoos), which have since come to regulate them. The institutional promotion of
harmonious, connective, and educational discourses has established binaries with existing
mastery, othering, and entertainment themes; the latter quite clearly dominates the
institutional discursive hierarchy. These pre-existing discourses are continuously
reinforced by the anthropocentric worldview, which holds humans as separate from the
natural world and possessing mastery over it. This inherent separation has effectively
othered exotic animals (and, by extension, the places and peoples associated with them),
and strengthens the idea that the viewing of captive animals is a source of entertainment.
This perception, coupled with visitor desire to be entertained, impedes what conservation
and education initiatives the Toronto Zoo do employ. We must then question whether
zoos, as they stand, are able to shift these long embedded institutional discourses
(towards an emphasis on conservation and education) and whether visitor motivations
will then alter in kind. The concluding chapter will briefly explore some ways that such a
shift might occur but will be underlined with the caveat that conscious efforts to engineer
changes to discursive practices could very well be ineffective.
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Chapter 8

8

Conclusion

The research objectives of this thesis project, as stated in the Introduction, were threefold. First, to provide a synthesis of the zoo literature pertaining to the evolution of the
institution and its modern organizational characteristics. Secondly, to bridge the gap
between a) field primatologists and conservation-related areas such as education and
program development and, b) theoretical and philosophical discussions regarding the zoo
environment and site-specific quantitative analyses of visitor behaviour. Lastly, to
contribute to the growing body of literature surrounding conservation and the best
practices for inspiring local, individual action. These objectives were met by addressing
the following key research questions:
1) Are Toronto Zoo summer visitors receptive to the informal educational programming
that surrounds the two great ape enclosures at the Toronto Zoo?
2) What processes hinder the transmission of conservation education messaging and how
might such obstacles be overcome so as to increase zoo-based learning?
3) Does the Toronto Zoo – and by extension other North American zoological institutions
– overstate their commitment to educating the zoo-going public about threatened species
conservation and environmental issues?
A mixed-methodology approach (i.e., visitor observation, direct follows, surveys,
and informal interviews) revealed that a visit to the Toronto Zoo is predominantly
motivated by entertainment desires and that zoo-goers are generally not engaging in the
informal educational programming offered (signage and “Meet the Keeper” sessions). As
such, a visit to the Zoo during the summer months – more particularly, visitor experience
surrounding the lowland gorilla and Sumatran orangutan enclosures – does not appear to
have a measurable effect on an individual’s knowledge of these species (nor the issues
that threaten their survival), nor motivate them to participate in primate conservation. The
ineffectiveness of informal conservation education programming has been attributed here
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to the presence of a multiplicity of contested discourses (mastery/harmony,
othering/connection, entertainment/education) that exist within the Zoo environment,
though the outdated signage (in regards to both information and format) surrounding the
enclosures certainly compounds the issue. These competing ideologies establish a
discursive hierarchy, dominated by mastery/othering/entertainment as a result of the
long-standing relationships of these themes with zoological institutions. Institutional
educational efforts (where present) are undermined by persistence of these older
discourses and, thus, it will be difficult for the Zoo to increase engagement of zoo-goers,
and the Zoo’s impact on them, in matters relating to primate and environmental
conservation. We must then conclude that the Toronto Zoo does indeed overstate its
ability to educate/inspire their visitors, despite the best intentions of many staff members.
Only by recognizing, and challenging, the presence of combative discourses can
both the Zoo and the zoo-going public begin to transition towards greater engagement in
conservation issues. This may be accomplished through: rebranding, acknowledgement
of anthropocentric discourses during educational planning, increasing emphasis on “little
conservation”, and instituting a “do as I do” approach. Other studies (Maple, 1995;
Mullan & Marvin, 1999) that have investigated the institutional ability to educate the
public have suggested that renaming the zoo may help visitors to better see it as an
educational centre, situating it closer to a museum or science centre by moving it
discursively away from popular entertainment and leisure. For example, the Toronto Zoo
could be rechristened the ‘Toronto Wildlife Conservation Centre’ or the ‘Toronto Animal
and Botanical Garden’. In fact, this tactic has already been employed by the New York
Zoological Park (Bronx Zoo), which is now formally known as the Wildlife Conservation
Society (Maple, 1995). Though this strategy certainly holds a great deal of merit and
potential for success, the extent to which an institution is able to reorient the discursive
hierarchy associated with the environment is questionable. Thus, if the Toronto Zoo
moves to challenge the combative discourses present within its grounds, action should
not be limited to this tactic.
Educational planning is usually built upon the assumption that knowledge is not
shared and that by making it accessible, it will result in a shift in the recipient’s ideas
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and/or values (Kidd et al., 1995; Kidd & Kidd, 1996). Difficulties are expected to arise,
however, when the information being transmitted does not articulate well with how an
individual perceives the world around them. This is the case for informal conservation
education within the zoo environment, which challenges many anthropocentric
assumptions about human entitlement and our relationship to the natural world. If visitors
are unwilling to suspend and/or modify their worldview, which appears to be the case,
connective discourses are undermined from the outset. Educational planning must then
bear this (i.e., that ideologies sanctioned by the zoo may not be shared by visitors) in
mind when developing future programs and work to establish connections across
difference. More mindful educational programming will simultaneously assist in
overcoming disjunctive discourses so long as content developers are alerted of their
presence.
The Toronto Zoo can also work to eliminate combative discourses by
emphasizing “little conservation”, and to a lesser degree “big conservation”42 (Alcorn,
1995). “Little conservation” is the type of conservation action undertaken by millions of
anonymous local peoples. It is based on traditional knowledge and has the longest
impact, but such initiatives are often overlooked. This form of action must be promoted at
the Toronto Zoo in an effort to highlight how our lifestyle habits affect the natural world
and illustrate that environmental destruction is occurring “at home” as well as abroad.
Advocacy for this form of action will aid in the elevation of harmonious, connective
ideologies. The presence of “big conservation” ideologies, on a smaller scale, will also
help to establish a well-rounded understanding of the global interconnectivities of the
environmental movement.

42

Refers to international, non-governmental organizations that focus on the preservation of exotic
ecosystems and charismatic megafauna. They primarily aim to protect via the establishment of
nature and game park systems and pay little attention “to local people, and only peripherally any
people at all” (Alcorn, 1995:16). Unfortunately, such strategies often contain discourses of
mastery (e.g., it is for Westerners to educate foreign peoples and protect their environs) and
othering (e.g., the issue occurs elsewhere and not at home). It is this form of conservation
knowledge that is most often presented in zoos.
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“Do as I say, not as I do” the saying goes. Unfortunately, this approach will not
work within in an institution attempting to transform visitor behaviours. Instead, ecofriendly messaging needs to be consistently promoted and exhibited throughout the
institution. For instance, signage posted within the Indo-Malaya Pavilion highlights the
dangers of Palm Oil production and the imminent threats it poses for orangutans. This
message could, and should, be reinforced throughout the Zoo by selling only palm oil
free food-products. By taking a ‘do as I do’ approach, the Toronto Zoo would be able to
lead by example and avoid disjunctive messaging between their stated goals and actual
performance.
I would also advise the Toronto Zoo to focus efforts in areas that do appear to
successfully grasp the attention of summer visitors. Firstly, the presence of volunteers
appears to enhance visitor engagement. It was quite evident that while a volunteer (or I)
conversed with a particular visitor/group, other individuals would linger in the
surrounding area -- often repeating information to others or establishing eye contact with
the speaker. As such, I would recommend that the Toronto Zoo increase volunteer (or
staff) presence at both the orangutan and gorilla enclosures. Ideally, an individual should
be stationed at these areas during peak hours (9:30 AM – 3 PM).
Secondly, although visitors tend to disengage during the ‘conservation’ portion of
the “Meet the Keeper” session, these sessions are, nonetheless, well attended during the
summer months. The orangutan session, in particular, sees high attendance rates due to its
1:30 PM time slot. The gorilla session, on the other hand, sees fewer individuals due to
its 2:30 PM time slot, as most visitors have either moved on to other sections of the Zoo
or have already departed. In addition, most school and camp groups depart before the
session is held. I recommend that the gorilla “Meet the Keeper” session be moved to an
earlier time slot so as to increase visitor attendance and, in turn, increase its potential for
impact.
Lastly, visitors exhibited preference for interactives over static signage. For
example, while the African Rainforest Pavilion hosts many information signs, visitors
showed greater interest in the gorilla hand/foot molds and other interactive features
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(display tables, a hollowed out canoe, gorilla cut outs, etc.). Increasing the presence of
touch interactives would not only raise visitor engagement and knowledge transference,
but also slow the pace at which individuals move through an area – creating more
education opportunities.
The Toronto Zoo – as well as zoos, internationally – will have their work carved
out for them. In order to truly fulfill their objective of being “a dynamic and exciting
action centre that inspires people to love, respect and protect wildlife and wild spaces”
(City of Toronto, 2011), they will need to vigorously address the combative discourses
that currently undermine their informal educational programming. The ability of the
Toronto Zoo to tackle these concerns will largely depend on whether conservation and
education are, in fact, the institution’s central goals. Zoos remain important mediation
sites, bridging the gap between social and conservation discourses. It is of utmost
importance that they use this positionality and potential to advocate, at the very least, our
moral responsibility to care for the natural world and its non-human constituents. If
zoological institutions do not continue to evolve, in order to address increasing animal
and environmental concerns, they will become little more than historical curiosities.
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Appendix A: Pavilion Maps

Figure 14: Indo-Malaya Pavilion Design
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Figure 15: African Rainforest Pavilion Design
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Appendix B: Welch’s Unpaired T-Test Results
Test 1 – Total Time Spent in Area: Visitors With Children VS Visitors Without
Children
Indo-Malaya Pavilion: With Child (Group One) VS Without (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.5929
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -1.3721
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -6.6077 to 3.8636
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.5421
df = 23
standard error of difference = 2.531
African Rainforest Pavilion: With Child (Group One) VS Without (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.7449
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals 0.8509
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -4.5768 to 6.2786
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.3308
df = 17
standard error of difference = 2.573
Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure: With Child (Group One) VS Without (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.9358
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -0.0640
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -1.6730 to 1.5451
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.0813
df = 29
standard error of difference = 0.787
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Test 2 – Total Time Spent in Area: Couple VS Group
Indo-Malaya Pavilion: Couple (Group One) VS Group (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.3906
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals 2.5030
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -3.5104 to 8.5165
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.8824
df = 16
standard error of difference = 2.837
African Rainforest Pavilion: Couple (Group One) VS Group (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.1171
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals 3.1874
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -0.9380 to 7.3128
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 1.7005
df = 11
standard error of difference = 1.874
Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure: Couple (Group One) VS Group (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.6369
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -0.3760
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -1.9788 to 1.2269
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.4762
df = 35
standard error of difference = 0.790
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Test 3 – Total Time Spent in Area: Non-Minority VS Visible Minority
Indo-Malaya Pavilion: Non-Minority (Group One) VS Visible Minority (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.8619
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -0.5362
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -6.9654 to 5.8931
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.1768
df = 16
standard error of difference = 3.033
African Rainforest Pavilion: Non-Minority (Group One) VS Visible Minority (Group
Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.5135
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -2.2578
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -14.5939 to 10.0783
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.7875
df = 2
standard error of difference = 2.867
Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure: Non-Minority (Group One) Vs Visible Minority (Group
Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.1117
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -2.1134
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -4.8403 to 0.6134
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 1.7872
df = 8
standard error of difference = 1.183
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Test 4 – Total Time Spent in Area: Signage Engaged (Group One) VS Not Engaged
(Group Two)
Indo-Malaya Pavilion: Signage Engaged (Group One) VS Not Engaged (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.0236
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals 9.8125
95% confidence interval of this difference: From 1.6519 to 17.9731
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 2.7201
df = 9
standard error of difference = 3.607
Africa Rainforest Pavilion - Signage Engaged (Group One) VS Not Engaged (Group
Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.1675
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals 3.5780
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -1.6576 to 8.8136
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 1.4418
df = 17
standard error of difference = 2.482
Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure: Signage Engaged (Group One) VS Not Engaged (Group
Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.0372
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals 5.1924
95% confidence interval of this difference: From 0.7581 to 9.6267
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 5.0383
df = 2
standard error of difference = 1.031
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Test 5 – Total Time Spent in Area: Children Aged 9 & Under (Group One) VS
Children Aged 10 + (Group Two)
Indo-Malaya Pavilion: Children Aged 9 & Under (Group One) VS Children Aged 10 +
(Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.0795
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not quite statistically
significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -3.2149
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -6.9063 to 0.4765
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 2.0084
df = 8
standard error of difference = 1.601
African Rainforest Pavilion: Children Aged 9 & Under (Group One) VS Children Aged
10 + (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.7904
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -0.9206
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -8.6443 to 6.8032
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.2748
df = 8
standard error of difference = 3.349
Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure: Children Aged 9 & Under (Group One) VS Children Aged 10
+ (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.4235
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals 0.8578
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -1.4136 to 3.1293
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.8312
df = 11
standard error of difference = 1.032
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Test 6 – Total Time Spent Viewing Animal: Children Aged 9 & Under (Group One)
VS Children Aged 10 + (Group Two)
* Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure excluded from this test as ‘viewing data’ is not available for this particular
area (because total time spent in area = total time spent viewing)

Indo-Malaya Pavilion: Children Aged 9 & Under (Group One) VS Children Aged 10 +
(Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.1408
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -1.6145
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -3.9879 to 0.7590
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 1.7486
df = 5
standard error of difference = 0.923
African Rainforest Pavilion: Children Aged 9 & Under (Group One) VS Children Aged
10 + (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.5456
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -0.6629
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -3.0505 to 1.7248
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.6280
df = 9
standard error of difference = 1.055
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Test 7 – Total Time in Pavilion (Group One) VS Time Spent Viewing Animal
(Group Two)
* Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure excluded from this test as ‘viewing data’ is not available for this particular
area (because total time spent in area = total time spent viewing)

Indo-Malaya Pavilion: Total Time in Pavilion (Group One) VS Time Spent Viewing
Orangutans (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value is less than 0.0001
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be extremely statistically
significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals 8.7999
95% confidence interval of this difference: From 6.1491 to 11.4507
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 6.6078
df = 79
standard error of difference = 1.332
African Rainforest Pavilion: Total Time in Pavilion (Group One) VS Time Spent
Viewing Gorillas (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.0022
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be very statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals 3.8695
95% confidence interval of this difference: From 1.5033 to 6.2357
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 3.3271
df = 33
standard error of difference = 1.163
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Test 8 – Dwell Time Comparisons (by Area)
Indo-Malaya Pavilion (Group One) VS Africa Rainforest Pavilion (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.2658
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -0.8063
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -2.2666 to 0.6541
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 1.1395
df = 24
standard error of difference = 0.708
Indo-Malaya Pavilion (Group One) VS Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.2425
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Group One minus Group Two equals -0.5373
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -1.4468 to 0.3723
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 1.1793
df = 66
standard error of difference = 0.456
Africa Rainforest Pavilion (Group One) VS Gorilla Outdoor Enclosure (Group Two)
P value and statistical significance:
The two-tailed P value equals 0.7274
By conventional criteria, this difference is considered to be not statistically significant.
Confidence interval:
The mean of Af In minus Af Out equals 0.2690
95% confidence interval of this difference: From -1.2890 to 1.8270
Intermediate values used in calculations:
t = 0.3517
df = 32
standard error of difference = 0.765
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Appendix C: The Anthropocentric Worldview & The
Institutionalization of Dominionistic Discourses
The Anthropocentric Worldview: Origins & Articulations
The principle issue for zoos seriously committed to conservation education is that the
close proximity of animals is inherently entertaining for visitors. Therefore, we must
consider why the presence of exotic animals is a source of entertainment. The answer, I
suggest, lies in a particular perception of the natural world. This worldview – hereafter
referred to as the ‘anthropocentric worldview’ – is defined here as the conceptualization
of human society as standing apart from nature and is posited as being widespread in the
Western world43. This concept requires some careful unpacking and so its modern and
historical components must be explored before returning to the question of why the
captivity of animals is entertaining to humans. It should also be noted from the outset that
the anthropocentric worldview, while describing both perception and behaviour, may not
encompass all individual action – for instance, one could simultaneously work for a
company with environmentally harmful practices and support environmental
conservation.
The anthropocentric worldview is defined here as being marked by binaries
between earth and sky, land and water, environment and space, the local and the global,
and human and animal. Such dualisms erase the meshwork44 that exists between the
lifestyle and consumer habits of Western citizens and the tangible effects these practices

43

While the ideals / discourses presented in the forthcoming sections can be found all over the
globe, I use the term ‘Western’ (and its derivatives: West, Westerners etc.) to refer specifically to
North America or the Christian/Post-Christian West. However, in the exploration of the historical
components of this discourse the definition broadens to include Western Europe, as it is here we
see the birth of important religious and philosophical discourses, as well as the origins of the
modern zoological institution itself.
44

‘Meshwork’ is borrowed from Tim Ingold’s Being Alive (2011), a term that is used here to
reference an entanglement of lines, life, growth and movement. The application of this concept
allows one to envision a world marked by linearity, with no inner and outer spheres, along which
life is lived.
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have on the environment and its non-human constituents (Ingold, 2011). For example,
North American grocery stores sell products shipped in from around the globe:
blueberries from Chile, bananas from Honduras, quinoa from Peru. Despite our
transcontinental diets, few understand the interconnectivities between our ‘local’ habits
and the deleterious impacts (e.g., greenhouse gas emissions from shipment, ecosystem
threats of mono-cropping, eutrophication of aquatic systems resulting from agricultural
run-off, etc.) they have globally.
The human species is perceived by anthropocentrics as being a self-contained,
bounded entity whose physical and cultural shell establishes a boundary between itself
and the environment, the latter existing in a space “out there” (Ingold, 2011). This idea
that humans stand apart from nature, that “the wild” exists in some exotic place
untouched by human society, prohibits the view of time and space that is required for
conservation education. In order for such educational endeavors to be successful, a
collapse of spatial barriers is required so that one can recognize that human action occurs
on the same horizon as everything else (Harvey, 1990). Unfortunately, as spatial barriers
disintegrate, a result of modern technology and the global economy, more people cling to
“place and neighbourhood or to nation, region, ethnic grouping, or religious belief as
specific marks of identity”, as opposed to contemplating their identity as part of a broader
global community, as part of a biosphere that includes distant regions and species
(Harvey, 1990:427).
The ideological separation of Westerners from the natural world establishes
dichotomies between self and other, here and there, peopled and unpeopled, human and
non-human. As a result, Homo sapiens have come to occupy a perceived position of
power – a particularly humanistic perception that emphasizes the value of human life
over animals and the environment. A study conducted by Kellert (1989) confirms that the
most common attitudes in America towards animals today are largely humanistic,
moralistic, utilitarian, and negativistic/neutralistic. While there are divergences between
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attitudes45 each involve the ideological separation of humans from non-humans. Even the
ideologies that emphasize connection to, and responsibility for, animals are marked by
dangerous uses of anthropomorphic and saviour discourses.
The anthropocentric worldview is not a recent tradition characteristic of the postmodern Western world. Rather it has a remarkably deep history inextricably bound to
Christianity46 and classical philosophy. Religion, as argued by Lynn White, Jr. (1974)
and W. Norman Brown (1974), remains the primary determinant of human attitudes
towards non-human animals. It is of utmost importance that these religious and
philosophical ideologies be explored, as they are deeply sedimented in the canons of
Western thought, as this movement got its start during a time when such doctrines highly
regulated social life and belief. I propose that the anthropocentric worldview
predominately evolved out of such discourses and thus significantly predetermines
popular perceptions of the relationship between humans, animals, and the natural world.
The Anthropocentric Worldview: Religion & Classical Philosophy
The victory of Christianity over paganism and polytheism has been considered to be the
greatest ideological revolution in the history of Western society (White, Jr., 1974). This is
particularly true when the overturning of paganistic ideals and perceptions of animals and
nature is considered. The destruction of pagan animism, the belief that spirits were
contained within natural objects, and its replacement with Christian ideologies allowed,

45

The humanistic attitude emphasizes feelings of affection and attachment to individual
animals, particularly pets. Proponents primarily value animals as a source of companionship and
tend to anthropomorphize individual animals, disregarding population dynamics of the species.
The moralistic attitude concerns itself with the ethical treatment of animals. Their protection is
stressed, except in situations where human welfare is at stake. Utilitarianists (the utilitarian
attitude) focus on the practical and material value of animals. An animals significance, thus, lies
in their usefulness to humans. Lastly, the negativistic/neutralistic attitude is marked by an
active dislike of animals or an indifference to them (Kellert, 1989).
46

“When one speaks in such sweeping terms, a note of caution is in order. Christianity is a
complex faith, and its consequences differ in differing contexts” (White, Jr., 1974:45). The
discussion to follow speaks specifically to the impact Christian devotion has on the Western
Europe and North America, and does not extend beyond to other areas of the world that too
celebrate(d) this religion.
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even encouraged, the exploitation animals and nature possible due to the religions
indifference about the feelings of natural objects (White Jr., 1974).
Distinctions between human and non-human and the rational and non-rational
soul, which are much a part of the Christian tradition, were introduced during this
ideological transformation - as illuminated in the Book of Genesis:
And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over
the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over
every creeping thing that creepth upon earth.
So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female
created he them.
And God blessed them, and God said unto them, Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth,
and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over
every living thing that moveth upon the earth.
And God said, Behold, I have given you every herb bearing seed, which is upon the face of all the
earth, and every tree, in the which is the fruit of a tree yielding seed; to you it shall be for meat
(Genesis 1:24-29, emphasis added).

“Man” – made in the image of God and endowed with reason – was unique in kind,
different from non-human life forms, the latter created by Him to serve the needs of man
(Klaits & Klaits, 1974; Tapper, 1988). Every animal served some human purpose “if not
practical, then moral or aesthetic” (Thomas 1983:19). This wholly anthropocentric notion
deprived animals and nature of divine status via the establishment of human dominion
and power over them (Klaits & Klaits, 1974)47.

47

In contrast, the Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist faiths consider the consumption of animal meat as a
detestable violation of Ahimsa, the principle of noninjury to other living things. Ahimsa is an
ethical teaching stemming from the axiom that all life forms are spiritually continuous and thus
sacred. This belief is further reinforced by the doctrine of transmigration of souls, which would
dictate prudence in the treatment of animals because acts in this life determine the one’s condition
in future existence. While in Christianity and Judaism a sharp dichotomy is established between
human and animal, the Indian ideology of reincarnation erases this boundary and permits
movement across (Klaits & Klaits, 1974).

128

Though the custom of holding animals captive for human enjoyment has been
documented in the archaeological record before the birth of Christ, the biblical separation
of man from nature advocated a vertical model of existence on a grand scale. Such
Christian ideologies also reinforced the scala naturae, earlier posited by Aristotle, which
asserted the supremacy, rationality, and uniqueness of mankind over the rest of the
animal kingdom – followed by elephants, dolphins, and women, in that order (Fouts,
1995). Aristotelian philosophy considered any creature without a rational soul to be
inferior, a premise that extended beyond animals to also include lesser humans (e.g.,
“exotic others” or individuals with visible deformities and psychological disorders -Fouts, 1995). These philosophies in conjunction with the biblical ideologies48 have
encouraged, through time, belief in the existence of a Great Chain of Being, on which
humans were seen to occupy the top rung (only slightly below the angels).
The work of seventeenth century mathematician and philosopher Rene Descartes,
a dedicated follower of Aristotle, continued in this ideological and philosophical
tradition. His hypotheses regarding the organization of life on earth, which he argued was
marked by sharp dichotomies between observer/observed, body/mind, human/animal,
supported and reinforced the Christian vertical model of existence (Lawrence, 1986b).
Descartes perceived animals, “as beings of another order from people, machines without
awareness, sentience, or possession of immortal souls” (Lawrence, 1986b:50). Because
they were held to possess no qualities of mind, animals were considered incapable of
experiencing mental sensation – or even pain49 (Klaits & Klaits, 1974). The significance

48

The correlations between Aristotelian philosophy and Christianity is well documented in the
work of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), an Italian priest. It has been said that whatever Aquinas
found in Aristotle’s teaching that was consistent with the faith, he adopted, any inconsistent
elements, he amended. Thomism – thus a unique hybrid of Christianity and Aristotelianism – has
occupied an important position since the thirteenth century and in modern times has become,
somewhat, of an official doctrine (Hyman et al., 2010).
49

It is important to note that this discussion has been simplified in order to discuss the historical
components that precipitated / are causally related to the anthropocentric worldview and its
conceptualization of nature, animals, and where humans stand in relation to both. That being said,
during Descartes’ time there were many outside of France, particularly those in non-scientific
disciplines, that rejected his teachings. Such individuals were more apt to take a more
humanitarian stance, conceptualizing animals as occupants of the middle rung on the Great Chain
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of Descartes’ work, and by extension the work of many other great thinkers, is that he
continued to make relevant the Christian ideologies of man and nature. It was not until
the late eighteenth century that scientists began to construct hypotheses about the nature
of the world that did not hinge on God having created the world (White, Jr., 1974).
The established Christian dichotomies between human/animal, society/nature,
rational/non-rational minds became firmly entrenched – and continuously reinforced by
many influential thinkers – in the anthropocentric worldview and are regarded by many
to be objective truths (Lawrence, 1986b). It was not until Darwin presented his theories
on the evolution of species by natural selection, adaptive radiation, and sexual selection
that this knowledge tradition was fundamentally challenged. These concepts, in essence,
robbed man of his God-given position by presenting the view that humans and animals
are part of a continuum. It would seem that a significant proportion of Westerners are not
yet ready to accept this dethronement, rejecting discourses that advocate human
participation in the natural process (Fouts, 1995; Klaits & Klaits, 1974; White, Jr., 1974).
The Institutionalization of Dominionistic Discourses
The belief that man holds dominion over the natural world has had remarkably tangible
affects on society and the environment throughout history and has long been used to
justify various forms of exploitation and abuse (Fouts, 1995). For instance, these
ideologies have been used through time to validate colonial expansion50. Colonizers often
perceived themselves to be in possession of a God-given right to occupy an already

of Being – inferior to humans because they lack man’s rational soul but superior to lifeless matter
(Klaits & Klaits, 1974).
50

Colonization continues to occur today both physically/geographically and also via the spread of
prominent discourses. The latter is significant to this discussion, as it is through which Western
ideologies have begun to infiltrate other parts of the world. However, here I am specifically
referencing the very frequent and forceful colonial expansion that occurred during the modern
period.
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populated territory and the region’s natives51 were considered inferior by way of
ethnicity, language, religion, or an apparent lack of ‘civility’. Such peoples did not fit the
European ethnocentric model of a civilized human (physically nor socially) and so came
to occupy a subhuman social position, more closely related to animals than legitimate
humans, effectively “othering” them. The process of categorizing people as self or other,
normal or abnormal, powerless or powerful, mad or sane, was also a formal means of
control (in addition to their servitude) implemented by authorities (Foucault, 1995).
The colonization of foreign lands and objectification of its peoples is not only
indicative of the effects dominionistic discourses have had on society through history but
it is also emblematic of the relative power possessed by the colonizer. The outward
expression of a country’s power was evident not only in the strength of its militia but also
in the unequal distribution of wealth and resources. The accumulation of wealth in the
upper strata of a society was expressed in very visible and elaborate ways, such as: the
building of extravagant palaces and the collection exotic goods – textiles, spices,
chocolate – as well as animals. The collection and display of the latter in royal
menageries52 was one of the most noticeable illustrations of both wealth and power: not
only did one possess the financial means to procure such specimens but the very design
of menagerie cages was also illustrative of an empire’s power (and, in turn, its ruler). The
cages, designed to emphasize an animal’s ferociousness and highlight their substantial
bodies by dwarfing the holding size, were indicative of the ability to control such
creatures and the natural world around them. As Harriett Ritvo (1996: 47-48) so
succinctly put it, “the most powerful visual expression of the human domination of nature
was the sight of large carnivores in cages”. The limited viewership of the animals,
restricted to royals or rulers, further glorified and iconified captivity.

51
52

The term is used here to refer to a group of native citizens, not a particular group of peoples.

The word menagerie, often thought to be an old French term for “farmyard,” actually derives
from the French root ménage, meaning to manage, and the suffix rie is used to indicate a place.
Therefore, in a literal interpretation, a menagerie is a place for the management of animals,
implying containment, domination, and control (Veltre, 1996).
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Royal menageries and early-modern zoos are reflective of a popular perception
held in the early-modern period, that wildness – of any kind – was considered chaotic,
dangerous, and in need of total control (Mullan & Marvin, 1999). This view was greatly
influenced by Christian ideologies on proper and improper behaviour. Heretical conduct
was strictly forbidden; behaviours, possessions, peoples, or places considered
nonconformative to Christian values were perceived as wild and were actively suppressed
through strict control measures (confession, policing, institutionalization, slavery,
captivity). This attitude, in conjunction with prominent dominionistic discourses and the
prestige of collecting exotic animals, was pivotal to the development of the early-modern
zoo in the late 1700s, with the National Menagerie of the Museum of Natural History
opening in Paris in 1792, followed by London’s Zoological Garden in Regent’s Park in
1829 (Ellenberger, 1974)53.
These early-modern zoos, and earlier royal menageries, were comprised of
displaced creatures that had been removed from their natural surroundings, held apart,
and prevented from living ‘normal’ lives. The forced containment, strict control, and
intensive surveillance of the individual animal liken the zoological garden to the prisons
and mental asylums of the period; each institution possessing a similar set of power
relations (Mullan & Marvin, 1999). The visibility of the individual held captive subjects
them to the will of the observer, which functions to simultaneously trap them and modify
their behaviour (Foucault, 1995). The following discussion serves to illuminate the
similarities that existed between the zoological institution and the prisons and mental
asylums in Europe during the modern period, with the aim of providing a picture of the
environment from which the classical / early-modern zoo arose and to show the
institutionalization of prominent social discourses regarding nature and animals (both
human and nonhuman).
The physical resemblances between early-modern prisons, mental asylums, and
classical zoos are striking. The architectural configurations of each emphasized visibility
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I hypothesize that this ideology can also be used to make sense of / explain many instances of
the captivity of animals throughout history, in whatever form that may be.
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and the latter two have been noted for their prison-like design (Ellenberger, 1974; Mullan
& Marvin, 1999). Within each institution, all inmates have their own place – the goal
being “to establish presences and absences, to know where and how to locate
individuals… to be able at each moment to supervise the conduct of each individual, to
assess it, to judge it, to calculate its qualities or merits” (Foucault, 1995:143). Similar, too
are the power relations that exist in each: authorities (wardens, psychiatrists,
zoologists/curators) are separated from the inmates by guards, attendants, and keepers
(Ellenberger, 1974).
The significance of a general comparison between mental asylums and zoos is
clearest when we consider the attitudes toward the contained (Mullan & Marvin, 1999).
Unlike prisoners who, generally, have committed a crime to warrant their holding – the
mentally insane and zoo animals have less of an active role in their containment. In other
words, individuals are usually not being disciplined for a particular action but are kept in
captivity as a result of their very nature.
It was a long-standing practice to chain mental asylum occupants to their cells, as
they were no longer perceived as rational humans with minds that wandered but as
frenzied beasts (Foucault, 1965). The mentally unstable were regarded as being more
animal-like than human, lacking reason and quality of mind (Foucault, 1965). This
perceived “animality of madness” was viewed as quite entertaining by the public; a
Sunday visit to Bedlam54 becoming one of London’s great amusements…
It has been calculated that during most of the eighteenth century Bedlam received an
average of three hundred visitors a day. They entered through “penny gates,” so-called
because the admission charge was a penny. The sums paid by the visitors constituted one
of the asylum’s most important sources of revenue. The visitor, after checking his sword
at the vestibule, had the right to wander through all the wings, look into the cells, speak to
the patients and make fun of them. In exchange for all the rejoinders, he might give the

54

A mental asylum located in London, UK. It is also interesting to note that the name of this
particular asylum has been reified into English parlance to signify an unruly or “crazy” situation,
as in “It was bedlam in there!”.
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patients something to eat, or he might give them alcohol to stimulate them more.
(Ellenberger, 1974:69).

The animal and the mentally unstable became unwilling actors on the public stage subject
to the gaze of visitors55 for a nominal fee, an important source of revenue for both
institutions56. The viewer possessed the power to cease their gaze at any time and walk
away from the interaction; the viewed were not granted any such luxury. This unequal set
of power relations continues in zoos to this day.
The similarities that exist between asylums, prisons, and zoos go beyond the
discourses of power, captivity, and entertainment; at times all three institutions have
existed ‘under the same roof’. The following is a description of an early sixteenth century
Mexican zoo as including, “… [a] strange collection of human monsters, dwarves and
other unfortunate persons, in whose organization Nature had capriciously deviated from
her regular laws” (Prescott, 1847:320 as cited in Mullan & Marvin, 1999). Such an
occurrence was not isolated in time or space; quite frequently did eighteenth and
nineteenth century European menageries display ‘strange’ humans (bearded and hairy
women, big people and little people, “boneless children”, etc.) alongside exotic animals.
The exhibition of humans in European zoos also extended to ‘nature peoples’ as so-called
by the famous German architect Carl Hagenbeck whom, as aforementioned,
revolutionized the design of zoo enclosures in the early 1900s. By displaying such
peoples alongside their native animal species, Hagenbeck capitalized on the European
public’s interest in the growth of empires, colonized lands, “strange peoples” and “their”
animals (Hancocks, 1995; Mullan & Marvin, 1999). Humans conceptualized as lesser,
non-rational beings were imprisoned in zoos – along with their animal kin – and
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The zoo and mental asylum have undergone different evolutions with regard to public access.
Zoological gardens, once reserved for the enjoyment of a privileged few, became increasingly
open to the public over time. The reverse is true for mental asylums, which have historically been
open to the public in exactly the same way zoos are today and have subsequently become closed
off to visitors (Ellenberger, 1974). Mental institutions are now located on the outskirts of society,
both geographically and conceptually.
56

Attendance revenue occupies a pivotal role in zoo operating budgets. For example, the Toronto
Zoo was projected to earn over twelve million dollars in admissions in 2011 (Toronto Zoo, 2011).
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displayed for the amusement of visitors. This included both individuals perceived as
strange or misshapen, as well as peoples who were ethnically or socially different from
the viewer. Though the viewed individuals were certainly denied their basic human
rights, what is perhaps the most important point to highlight here is that people came (and
paid) to watch them (Mullan & Marvin, 1999).
The advent of the classical/early-modern zoo also coincided with the development
of botanical gardens, aquariums, and museums of distinct disciplines (e.g., geology,
entomology, archaeology, and anthropology). The natural world became subdivided into
an assortment of neat little packages. This is in large part the result of a tendency of
Westerners, “… to cope with diversity by analytical thinking. We[’ve] made sense of the
apparent chaos of nature by using a systematic approach, dividing everything into
kingdoms and classes and subdivisions” (Hancocks, 1995:32). This divided perception of
nature continues today. In most mega-cities, one will find the zoological garden on one
end of town, a botanical garden on the other, and a history museum somewhere in the
middle, all show-casing non-native environments and representing “exotic” places and
peoples (Hancocks, 1995). Such dualistic conceptions of the natural world (e.g., society
and nature, land and water, earth and sky) are both out of date and dangerous as they
foster a disjunctive worldview, one that perceives humans as existing outside of the
natural world. This perception deemphasizes the impact local, individual actions (i.e.,
consumer and lifestyle habits) have on the world around us and inhibits the development
of a more holistic worldview, one which conceptualizes human action as occurring in the
same realm as everything else.
The modern zoo – along with prisons and mental asylums – finds its origins
rooted in the long-held perception that humans have dominion over the natural world and
that sub/non-humans (animals, the mad, the criminal, the exotic, those incapable of
reason) are to be held captive and controlled, the intent being modification of behaviour
or the entertainment of viewers. From its beginnings, “Western culture has not considered
it evident that animals participate in the plenitude of nature, in its wisdom and its order”
(Foucault, 1965:77). This idea, so long at the forefront of Western ideology, I propose,
has penetrated deeply into the anthropocentric worldview. Despite an increased attention

135

to humanitarianism57 over the course of twentieth century in the Western world, it is
unlikely that such ideologies have sedimented themselves “into the subterranean regions
of the imagination” (Foucault, 1965:77). Resulting from this ideological revolution was
the renovation of the prisons, asylums, and zoos typical of the nineteenth century,
particularly those located in developed countries. Despite these renovations, these
institutions remain places of entertainment, prison-like at their core (Mullan & Marvin,
1999).
Characteristic of this newly popular humanitarian spirit is a sense of sympathy for
those less fortunate, which, I argue, is a result of more fortunate individuals considering
how it might feel to experience deprivation. Suffering is then perceived and interpreted
within the confines of the Western anthropocentric ideology. This sense of sympathy
extends beyond issues pertaining to fellow humans to those situations suffered by nonhuman animals and the natural world, most often visible in the widespread usage of
anthropomorphism – a feature of the anthropocentric worldview and defined here as the
"attribution of human mental states (thoughts, feelings, motivations and beliefs) to
nonhuman animals" (Serpell, 2003:83). Modern usage of anthropomorphism tends to
equate animals with juvenile and infant humans, particularly in the cases of animals that
have retained youthful characteristics into adulthood (otherwise known as paedomorphy
– often incorrectly referred to as neoteny in available literature) (Lawrence, 1986b). The
following youthful traits, outlined by Konrad Lorenz (1981) and known as the ‘child
schema’, work to release a human parental care response:
1) Large brain case and prominent forehead in comparison with the outline of the
face as a whole;
2) Relatively large eyes, positioned below the centre of the head;
3) Rounded form of head and body;
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This humanitarian discourse had long been articulating on the outskirts of popular thought but
before the twentieth century, proponents of human and animal rights were too few to band
together. Over time, this discourse began to spread – as many discourses do – through print. Its
relatively recent popularity is due, in part, to the proliferation of children’s stories featuring
heavily anthropomorphized animals and the rise of organizations dedicated to fighting injustice
(Turner, 1974).
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4) Shortness of limbs;
5) Soft elasticity of body surface
(Lawrence 1986b; Mullan & Marvin, 1999)

These elements collectively lead to the perception of something as being “cute” (cute, in
essence, is a common term describing paedomorphy). This ‘child schema’ is frequently,
albeit selectively, projected onto animals and cartoon characters in order to satisfy the
human preference for paedomorphic features. So, the same parental response/positive
reactions are believed present in humans viewing animals that exhibit such juvenile traits
(Lawrence, 1986b).
The features outlined by Lorenz (1981) also point to the preference for
charismatic megafauna (large, entertaining mammals, or “showy” birds) over reptiles or
amphibians58. The popularity of young, charismatic animals is evident in the increased
attendance rates at zoos when infants or juveniles are on display and in their decreased
exhibition value as they age. Zoos are well aware of their popularity and will often orient
their advertising agenda around such animals – a prime example being the Toronto Zoo’s
2012 ‘Cute Fight’ advertising campaign59. The Toronto Zoo’s young white lions, lowland
gorillas, ring-tailed lemurs, polar bears, penguins, camels, and barbirusas were put into
figurative competition with one other, with visitors being tasked with choosing their
favourite ‘cute’ animal. Thus, zoo animals are evaluated by the degree to which they
exhibit juvenile features or behaviours.
It is not un-noteworthy that the increased use of anthropomorphism and
juvenilization to discuss and ‘interpret’ the behaviours of other species coincides with the
launch of Disney. Mickey Mouse is a classic example of the juvenilization of fantasy
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This preference is further illustrated in the selection of animals zoos chose to display,
predominantly large, charismatic animals while less attractive creatures are either not displayed
or are exhibited in small enclosures on the periphery of an area.
59

The campaign is comprised of both television commercials and print ads (simultaneously run
on their web and Facebook pages). The commercial can be found at the following web address:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5c2c1w4IOp0
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animals, exhibiting all the features of paedomorphy – prominent forehead, large eyes,
round middle, short extremities. Mickey also does not ‘walk’ like a mouse but rather
moves bipedally as humans do (a feature that appeals to viewers) and speaks in a voice of
a prepubescent child. The paedomorphization and anthropomorphization of Mickey is so
elaborate that people have come to describe him as “a nice little person”, with virtually
no one perceiving him as a real mouse (Lawrence, 1986a:66). Interestingly, Disney’s
villainous creatures do not share the paedomorphic features of their protagonists.

Figure 16: Mickey Mouse [Brands of the World, 2007]
Underlying the juvenilization and anthropomorphization of non-human animals,
both onscreen and off, is a complicated meshwork of factors and motivations including
human need to nurture, and be nurtured, and desire for dominance (Lawrence, 1986a). To
juvenilize or anthropomorphize is to control, while simultaneously freeing us from the
responsibility of understanding a species for their intrinsic qualities; in doing so, it
becomes spectacularly difficult to think beyond the individual animal, either on our
television screen or at the zoo, and to consider their species as a whole. This is
particularly detrimental to the stated zoo agenda as they endeavor to establish
connections between visitors and the natural world. The animals are said to be flagbearers for their species, educating the public about their plight in the wild, which is used
to justify their captivity. Juvenilization and anthropomorphism create a distinct
disjuncture between the animal in question and their wild counterparts. Put simply: how
can our Charles, the loveable silverback gorilla, locally known for his love of painting, be
used as a point of connection to his wild brothers and sisters? Charles has been
anthropomorphized to such an extent that he seems almost human, or zoo pet, while his
wild kin remain exotic others.
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The dangers of anthropomorphism and juvenilization are very clear but they are
also very powerful agents in establishing connections between humans and individual
animals. While its use works against the larger goal of (re)connecting human society with
nature, it does have the capacity to elicit a parental response characteristic of the Lorenz’s
‘child schema’. That is, viewers often desire to nurture the animal – to hug, to hold, to
care for, to protect. The latter is a particularly useful emotion for conservation education
and efforts to leverage from60. The challenge, then, lies in channeling the use of
anthropomorphism and juvenilization within the zoo environment, encouraging ‘good’
anthropomorphism and discouraging the ‘bad’. An example of good anthropomorphism
may be the attribution of ‘human-like’ emotions to the animal – e.g., Budi the orangutan
is sad. Anthropomorphism of this form may work to educate visitors on the complexities
of orangutan and gorilla mental and behavioral traits, as well as their ability to “feel”. An
example of bad anthropomorphism would be the dressing up of animals in human clothes
and training them to act the part.
The use of ‘good anthropomorphism’ comes with a dangerous caveat, which is
that it can return us to the biblical ideology of man’s dominion over nature. In other
words, it may encourage the perception that the natural world is for human use and
therefore we must guard it – and therefore its constituents – in the interest of society. This
‘saviour discourse’ prevails in much of the educational programming at the zoos as well
as many discourses from the menagerie and classical zoo eras. Though Western society is
certainly in a post-Christian age marked by a more humanitarian spirit, the substance of
our thinking remains strikingly akin to that of the past (White Jr., 1974). We continue to
glorify human mastery over the natural world with the erection of elaborate pavilions that
bring earth’s natural cycles indoors. We are excited by the close proximity of wild
animals, close to danger yet safely beyond its reach. We order the natural world, putting
lions in with lions, giraffes with giraffes – each wild animal safe and secure in its hightech enclosure (Croke, 1997:96). Zoos are part of a long history of objectification and
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Many NGO and Zoo media campaigns do indeed leverage off the nurturing response to ‘cute’ /
paedomorphized animals, as seen in the Toronto Zoo’s ‘Cute Fight’ advertising campaign.
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subjectification and this is evident in many of the discourses that pervade such
institutions. This history, in combination with the canons of the anthropocentric
worldview, facilitates the perception that animals are inherently entertaining and this
makes conservation education in the zoo environment exceedingly difficult as it, in
essence, challenges the ideologies of Western visitors.
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